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" C a p i t a l  S p e c t a c l e s  i n  B r i t i s h  F r a m e s " :  C a p i t a l ,  
E m p i r e  a n d  I n d i a n  I n d e n t u r e d  M i g r a t i o n  t o  t h e  
B r i t i s h  C a r i b b e a n  *  
M A D H A V I  K A L E  
T h e y  c a m e  i n  s h i p s .  

F r o m  a c r o s s  t h e  s e a s ,  t h e y  c a m e .  

B r i t a i n ,  c o l o n i s i n g  I n d i a ,  t r a n s p o r t i n g  h e r  c h a i n s  

f r o m  C h o t a  N a g p u r  a n d  t h e  G a n g e s  P l a i n .  

W e s t w a r d s  c a m e  t h e  W h i t b y ,  

T h e  H e s p e r u s ,  

T h e  I s l a n d - b o u n d  F a t e l  R o z a c k  .  

W o o d e n  m i s s i o n s  o f  i m p e r i a l i s t  d e s i g n .  
M a h a d a i  D a s ,  " T h e y  C a m e  i n  S h i p s " ·  
A s  " T h e y  C a m e  i n  S h i p s "  b y  t h e  G u y a n e s e  p o e t  M a h a d a i  D a s  s u g g e s t s ,  
s c h o l a r s h i p  o n  i n d e n t u r e d  i m m i g r a t i o n  i s  n o t  a n  e x c l u s i v e l y  a c a d e m i c  
c o n c e r n  i n  C a r i b b e a n  c o u n t r i e s  w i t h  s i z e a b l e  I n d i a n  p o p u l a t i o n s .  A n  
i n t e r n a t i o n a l  c o n f e r e n c e  o n  I n d i a n  d i a s p o r a  h e l d  r e c e n t l y  a t  t h e  U n i v e r ­
s i t y  o f  t h e  W e s t  I n d i e s ,  T r i n i d a d  a n d  T o b a g o ,  w a s  n o t  o n l y  c o v e r e d  b y  
n a t i o n a l  n e w s  m e d i a ,  b u t  a l s o  a t t e n d e d  b y  T r i n i d a d i a n s  ( a l m o s t  e x c l u ­
s i v e l y  o f  I n d i a n  d e s c e n t )  u n a t t a c h e d  t o  t h e  u n i v e r s i t y ,  s o m e  o f  w h o m  
a l s o  c o n t r i b u t e d  p a p e r s ,  h e l p e d  t o  o r g a n i z e  a n d  r u n  i t .
2  
I n  G u y a n a  a n d  
T r i n i d a d  a n d  T o b a g o ,  c o n t e s t a t i o n s  o v e r  n a t i o n a l  i d e n t i t i e s  a r e  g r o u n d e d  
i n  a n d  s e l f - c o n s c i o u s l y  r e f e r  t o  a  s h a r e d  h i s t o r i c a l  a r c h i v e .  T h i s  i n c l u d e s  
c o n v e n t i o n a l ,  w r i t t e n  m a t e r i a l  s u c h  a s  c o l o n i a l  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  r e c o r d s ,  
n e w s p a p e r s ,  t r a v e l o g u e s ,  a n d  m e m o i r s  t h a t  r e f l e c t  t h e  c o n c e r n s  o f  p r i v i l ­
e g e d  o b s e r v e r s :  g o v e r n m e n t  o f f i c i a l s ,  r e p o r t e r s  a n d  e d i t o r s ,  m i s s i o n a r i e s ,  
•  R e s e a r c h  f o r  t h i s  p r o j e c t  w a s  s u p p o r t e d  b y  d i s s e r t a t i o n  f e l l o w s h i p s  f r o m  t h e  M e l l o n  
F o u n d a t i o n  a n d  S o c i a l  S c i e n c e  R e s e a r c h  C o u n c i l - S o u t h  A s i a  p r o g r a m m e ,  a n d  b y  a  f a c u l t y  
r e s e a r c h  g r a n t  f r o m  B r y n  M a w r  C o l l e g e .  M a n y  t h a n k s  t o  R o b  G r e g g ,  S h a h i d  A m i n  a n d  
A n t o i n e t t e  B u r t o n  f o r  r e a d i n g  a n d  c o m m e n t i n g  o n  e a r l i e r  d r a f t s  o f  t h i s  a r t i c l e .  
I  M a h a d a i  D a s ,  " T h e y  C a m e  i n  S h i p s " ,  i n  D a v i d  D a b y d e e n  a n d  B r i n s l e y  S a m a r o o  ( e d s )  ,  
I n d i a  i n  t h e  C a r i b b e a n  ( L o n d o n ,  1 9 8 7 ) ,  p p .  2 8 8 - 2 8 9 .  
2  I S E R - N C I C  C o n f e r e n c e  o n  C h a l l e n g e  a n d  C h a n g e :  T h e  I n d i a n  D i a s p o r a  i n  i t s  H i s t o r i c a l  
a n d  C o n t e m p o r a r y  C o n t e x t s ,  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  t h e  W e s t  I n d i e s ,  S t  A u g u s t i n e ,  T r i n i d a d  a n d  
T o b a g o ,  1 1 - 1 8  A u g u s t  1 9 9 5 .  
I n t e r n a t i o n a l  R e v i e w  o f  S o c i a l  H i s t o r y  4 1  ( 1 9 9 6 ) ,  p p .  1 0 9 - 1 3 3  
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labour activIsts, historians, anthropologists. It also includes memories 
and accounts of personal and group experiences by others in these 
societies, transmitted orally or through other popular media, and they 
all simultaneously and unevenly undermine as well as authorize each 
other. 3 
Two issues continue to frame debate on the history and politics of 
Indian immigration and cultural diversity in the English-speaking Carib­
bean. One, on which the first part of this article focuses, concerns 
interpretation of emancipation and its aftermath. Was Trinidad's sugar 
industry threatened by emancipation and "saved" by indentured immigra­
tion (from India, but also - on a smaller scale - from Sierra Leone, 
China and elsewhere)? Or did the introduction of indentured labourers 
from overseas undermine Afro-Trinidadian labourers' prospects in the 
post-emancipation period? The second, related set of questions articu­
lates with the first and with emergent imperial discourses on race, class, 
gender and nation. In the context of post-emancipation Trinidad, this 
involved crystallization of a cultural register calibrated to the needs of 
an increasingly monopolistic sugar industry and an empire predicated 
on naturalizing and reproducing hierarchies of race, class, gender and 
nation along which ethnically-constituted populations in the colony were 
continuously, contradictorily evaluated. 4 Were Indian indentured 
migrants the outcasts of colonial Indian society, "the sweepings of 
bazaars" as some contemporaries claimed? Or were they "respectable" 
folk - pushed out of traditional villages by deteriorating economic or 
(particularly in the case of women migrants) social conditions, and 
either trapped or drawn by often unscrupulous recruiters into taking the 
enormous risk of emigrating to improve their lives and prospects? Were 
they, like Afro-Trinidadian working people, also victims and unwilling 
instruments of British imperialism? Or were they cannily complicit in 
the reassertion of a racially-inflected plantation economy in the post­
3 Rhoda Reddock. "Contestations over National Culture in Trinidad and Tobago: Consid­
erations of Ethnicity. Class, Race and Gender", paper presented at Bryn MawrlHaverfordl 
Swarthmore Colleges series on Colonialism and the Disciplines, 29 February 1996; D.V. 
Trotman, "The Image of Indians in Calypso: Trinidad 1946-86", in Frank Birbalsingh 
(ed), Indenture and Exile. The Indo-Caribbean Experience (Toronto, 1989), pp. 176-190; 
Jeremy Poynting, "East Indian Women in the Caribbean: Experience and Voice", in 
Dabydeen and Samaroo, India in the Caribbean, pp. 231-263; Monica Schuler, "Alas, 
Alas, Kongo": A Social History of Indentured African Immigration into Jamaica, 1841­
1865 (Baltimore, 1980); Shahid Amin, Event, Metaphor, Memory: Chauri Chaura, 1922­
1992 (Berkeley, 1995). 
4 Madhavi Kale, "Projecting Identities: Empire and Indentured Labor Migration from 
India to Trinidad and British Guiana, 1836-1885", in Peter van der Veer (ed.), Nation 
and Migration: The Politics of Space in the South Asian Diaspora (Philadelphia, 1995). 
pp. 73-92; idem, "Casting Labor in the Imperial Mold", paper presented at Conference 
on Challenge and Change, University of the West Indies, St Augustine, Trinidad and 
Tobago, 13 August 1995. 
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1 1 1  
e m a n c i p a t i o n  p e r i o d ? 5  T h e  s e c o n d  s e c t i o n  o f  t h e  a r t i c l e  f o c u s e s  o n  t h e  
l i t e r a t u r e  o n  r e c r u i t m e n t  o f  i n d e n t u r e d  m i g r a n t s  i n  I n d i a :  w h e r e ,  h o w  
a n d  b y  w h o m  m i g r a n t s  w e r e  r e c r u i t e d ,  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  p r e v a i l i n g  a t  t h e  
t i m e ,  a n d  w h o  w a s  r e c r u i t e d .  
I n  c o n s i d e r i n g  t h e s e  t w o  t o p i c s ,  t h i s  a r t i c l e  q u e s t i o n s  t h e  c a u s a l  l i n k  
e s t a b l i s h e d  b y  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  a n d  f u r t h e r  e l a b o r a t e d  b y  h i s t o r i a n s  a n d  
o t h e r s  b e t w e e n  p o s t - e m a n c i p a t i o n  l a b o u r  s h o r t a g e  o n  B r i t i s h  C a r i b b e a n  
s u g a r  p l a n t a t i o n s  o n  t h e  o n e  h a n d ,  a n d  p a t t e r n s  o f  l a b o u r  r e c r u i t m e n t  
i n  c o l o n i a l  I n d i a  f o r  t h o s e  s a m e  p l a n t a t i o n s  o n  t h e  o t h e r .  I n d e e d ,  I  
p r e s e n t  t h e s e  t o p i c s  i n  a n  e f f o r t  t o  u n c o u p l e  t h e s e  t w o  n a r r a t i v e s ,  a n d  
r e c o n s i d e r  t h e  i m p e r i a l  n a r r a t i v e  t r a i n  i n  w h i c h  t h e y  h a v e  s e r v e d  a s  
e n g i n e  a n d  c a b o o s e .  S e v e n t y - o d d  y e a r s  o f  I n d i a n  i n d e n t u r e d  m i g r a t i o n  
o v e r s e a s ,  a n d  m o r e  t h a n  a  c e n t u r y  a n d  a  h a l f  o f  s t r u g g l e  b y  m i g r a n t s  
a n d  t h e i r  d e s c e n d e n t s  b o t h  e x c e e d  t h e  n a r r a t i v e s  t h a t  h a v e  b e e n  p r o p o s e d  
t o  c o n t a i n  t h e m .  I n d i a n  i n d e n t u r e d  m i g r a t i o n  i s  n o t  r e d u c i b l e  t o  C a r i b ­
b e a n  ( o r  F i j i a n ,  S o u t h  A f r i c a n ,  a n d  s o  o n )  " l a b o u r  s h o r t a g e " ,  a n d  
f o r m a t i o n  o f  d i s t i n c t i v e  c o m m u n i t i e s  a m o n g  m i g r a n t s  a n d  t h e i r  d e s c e n ­
d a n t s  i s  n o t  r e d u c i b l e  t o  t r a d i t i o n ,  g r e a t  o r  l i t t l e .  
G e n e s i s  
C o m m i s s i o n e r s  c a m e ,  

c a p i t a l  s p e c t a c l e s  i n  B r i t i s h  f r a m e s  

c o n s u l t i n g  m a n a g e r s  a b o u t  c o s t s  o f  i m m i g r a t i o n .  

M a h a d a i  D a s ,  " T h e y  C a m e  I n  S h i p s "  
S u g a r  p l a n t e r s  i n  t h e  B r i t i s h  C a r i b b e a n  h a d  l o n g  c o m p l a i n e d  t h a t  t h e  
l a b o u r  a v a i l a b l e  t o  t h e m  w a s  i n a d e q u a t e ,  n u m e r i c a l l y  o r  o t h e r w i s e .  A f t e r  
a b o l i t i o n  o f  t h e  s l a v e  t r a d e ,  t h e y  e x p l o r e d  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  i m p o r t i n g  
l a b o u r e r s  f r o m  I n d i a  a n d  C h i n a  t o  b o t h  a u g m e n t  a n d  c o n t r o l  t h e  l a b o u r  
o f  s l a v e s .
6  
T h e  A c t  o f  A b o l i t i o n ,  p a s s e d  i n  1 8 3 3  b y  t h e  r e f o r m e d  
P a r l i a m e n t  e l e c t e d  i n  1 8 3 2 ,  r e f l e c t e d  p l a n t e r s '  a n d  W e s t  I n d i a  m e r c h a n t ­
c r e d i t o r s '  s u c c e s s  i n  s h i e l d i n g  t h e i r  i n v e s t m e n t s  f r o m  h o s t i l e  a b o l i t i o n i s t  
s e n t i m e n t .  T h e  A c t  p r o v i d e d  t h a t  s l a v e - o w n e r s  b e  c o m p e n s a t e d  f o r  t h e  
l o s s  o f  t h e i r  h u m a n  p r o p e r t y  t h r o u g h  a  c o m b i n a t i o n  o f  f i n a n c i a l  a w a r d  
( a  s u m  o f  £ 2 0  m i l l i o n  w a s  a p p r o v e d  f o r  t h e  p u r p o s e )  a n d  d e f e r r a l  
o f  a d u l t  s l a v e s '  f u l l  e m a n c i p a t i o n  f o r  s i x  y e a r s .  I t  a l s o  p r o v i d e d  t h a t  
c o m p e n s a t i o n  b e  p a i d  i n  L o n d o n ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  i n  t h e  c o l o n i e s ,  w h i c h  
,  S e e  A i s h a  K h a n ,  " P u r i t y ,  P i e t y ,  a n d  P o w e r :  C u l t u r e  a n d  I d e n t i t y  a m o n g  H i n d u s  a n d  
M u s l i m s  i n  T r i n i d a d "  ( P h . D . ,  C i t y  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  N e w  Y o r k ,  1 9 9 5 ) ,  p p .  7 1 - 7 4 .  
6  U K  ( H C )  1 8 1 0 - 1 1 ,  I I ,  n o .  4 0 9 ,  " R e p o r t  o f  t h e  S e l e c t  C o m m i t t e e  A p p o i n t e d  t o  C o n s i d e r  
t h e  P r a c t i c a b i l i t y  a n d  E x p e d i e n c y  o f  S u p p l y i n g  o u r  W e s t  I n d i a  C o l o n i e s  w i t h  F r e e  
L a b o u r e r s  f r o m  t h e  E a s t " ;  B . W .  H i g m a n ,  " T h e  C h i n e s e  i n  T r i n i d a d ,  1 8 0 6 - 1 8 3 8 " ,  C a r i b ­
b e a n  S t u d i e s ,  1 2 ,  3  ( 1 9 7 2 ) ,  p p .  2 1 - 4 4 .  
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enabled merchant-creditors, who often held power-of-attorney for their 
clients, to recuperate some or all of the loans they had made to planters 
over the years. During this period former slaves were to continue to 
work as "apprentices" for their former masters for six days of the week 
in exchange for continued provision of customary allowances (food, 
clothing, housing). Apprenticeship was skipped entirely in some affected 
colonies, and ended early (summer 1838) elsewhere, subverted by the 
actions and interactions of both apprentices and planters. 7 
In December 1839, 773 "Clergy, Planters ,-Merchants, and other Inhab­
itants" of British Guiana signed a petition imploring the Queen and her 
ministers to give them the means to recuperate from a debilitating labour 
shortage precipitated by emancipation the previous year. Extolling the 
colony's enormous untapped natural resources and enormous economic 
potential, they warned that prevailing conditions were "not only pregnant 
with ruin to the landed interest of this colony, but prejudicial to the 
moral condition of the labourers themselves, as idleness tends to increase, 
and is almost universally the originator and companion of crime". They 
proposed that they be allowed to recruit plantation labourers from among 
"the vast population of India". Such a scheme would save investments 
already made in the colony's sugar industry, "open a field for the 
employment of a large additional amount of capital" in the colony's 
still-unexploited territories, "prevent the demoralization" of freedpeople, 
and finally, give undercompensated Indian labourers the opportunity to 
sell their labour "where the fertility of the soil, and demand for their 
labour, will ensure them comfortable, even abundant subsistence". 8 
In a letter written to Colonial Secretary John Russell at the same 
time, the London West India Merchants' Association made the same 
case. They elaborated on the framework of labour shortage, British 
Guiana's potential for investment and profit, social crisis and imperial 
noblesse oblige. The Merchants' Association argued that estates in the 
colony were suffering from an absolute decline in the number of 
labourers available to them after emancipation, "many of the emanci­
pated labourers having, since the 1st of August 1838, betaken themselves 
to petty trading, and other employments in preference to the cultivation 
of the soil, most of the women having altogether withdrawn, and the 
1 Kathleen Mary Butler, The Economics of Emancipation: Jamaica and Barbados, 1823­
1843 (Chapel Hill, 1995) . UK (HC) 1836, no. 560, "Report of the Select Committee on 
Negro Apprenticeship in the Colonies"; UK (HL) 1839, VII, no. 1, Glenelg to Nicolay 
(Governor of Mauritius), 20 January 1836; W.K. Marshall, "The Termination of Appren­
ticeship in Barbados and the Windward Islands: An Essay in Colonial Administration and 
Politics", Journal of Caribbean History, II (May 1971), pp. 1-45; Hilary Beckles, Black 
Rebellion in Barbados: The Struggle against Slavery, 1627-1838 (Bridgetown, 1984). 
8 UK (HC) 1840, encl. in no. 23, Light to Russell, 23 December 1839, Petition to the 
Queen from British Guiana, 21 December 1839. 
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c h i l d r e n  a f f o r d i n g  s c a r c e l y  a n y  a s s i s t a n c e " .  
9  
T h e y  w a r n e d  t h a t  w a g e s  
c u r r e n t l y  b e i n g  o f f e r e d  i n  t h e  c o l o n y  w e r e  s o  h i g h  t h a t  m a n y  g o o d  
w o r k e r s  w o u l d  " g r a d u a l l y  b e c o m e  i n d e p e n d e n t ,  p u r c h a s e  l a n d ,  a n d  c u l ­
t i v a t e  p r o v i s i o n s  f o r  t h e i r  o w n  a c c o u n t ,  a n d  c o n s e q u e n t l y  w i t h d r a w  
t h e m s e l v e s  f r o m  t h e  c u l t i v a t i o n  o f  e x p o r t a b l e  p r o d u c e " .  T h e  M e r c h a n t s '  
A s s o c i a t i o n  c o m p l a i n e d  t h a t  n o t  o n l y  w e r e  e m a n c i p a t e d  m e n  a n d  w o m e n  
u n r e l i a b l e  l a b o u r e r s ,  b u t  t h e y  w e r e  a l s o ,  i n  t h e i r  c a p a c i t y  a s  p a r e n t s ,  
u n r e l i a b l e  i n  r e p r o d u c i n g  l a b o u r .  T h e y  l a m e n t e d  t h a t ,  " u n f o r t u n a t e l y  
f o r  t h e m s e l v e s " ,  e m a n c i p a t e d  y o u t h  w e r e  n o t  b e i n g  " t r a i n e d  u p  b y  t h e i r  
p a r e n t s  t o  i n d u s t r i o u s  h a b i t s ,  a n d  c o n s e q u e n t l y ,  n o  a s s i s t a n c e  [ c o u l d ]  b e  
e x p e c t e d  f r o m  t h e m  i n  t h e  c u l t i v a t i o n  o f  p r o d u c e  a t  a  f u t u r e  p e r i o d " .  1 0  
L i k e  t h e i r  c o u n t e r p a r t s  i n  B r i t i s h  G u i a n a ,  t h e  M e r c h a n t s '  A s s o c i a t i o n  
u r g e d  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t  t o  a l l o w  i n t e r e s t e d  e m p l o y e r s  i n  B r i t i s h  C a r i b b e a n  
c o l o n i e s  t o  r e c r u i t  w o r k e r s  f r o m  A f r i c a  a n d  A s i a ,  " t h o s e  d e n s e l y  p o p u ­
l a t e d  c o u n t r i e s  w h o s e  i n h a b i t a n t s ,  f r o m  c l i m a t e  a n d  o t h e r  c i r c u m s t a n c e s ,  
a r e  b e s t  a d a p t e d  f o r  t r o p i c a l  l a b o u r " .  S u c h  a  s c h e m e  w o u l d  b e  m u t u a l l y  
b e n e f i c i a l  t o  t h e  C a r i b b e a n  c o l o n i e s  a n d  I n d i a ,  w h e r e  " h u n d r e d s  o f  
t h o u s a n d s  o f  t h e  n a t i v e s  [  . . .  ]  w e r e  s t a r v e d  t o  d e a t h  i n  1 8 3 8 ,  i n  v a r i o u s  
p a r t s  o f  t h a t  o v e r - p o p u l a t e d  c o u n t r y ,  w h i c h  i s  w e l l  k n o w n  t o  b e  a f f l i c t e d  
w i t h  a  f r i g h t f u l  d e a r t h  a t  t i m e s " .  T h e y  c o n c l u d e d :  
i t  w o u l d ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  b e  a n  a c t  o f  h u m a n i t y ,  o n  t h e  p a r t  o f  t h e  B r i t i s h  G o v e r n m e n t ,  
t o  g i v e  t h e  i n h a b i t a n t s  o f  t h o s e  r e g i o n s  a c c e s s  t o  a  c o u n t r y  c a p a b l e  o f  a f f o r d i n g  
p r o f i t a b l e  e m p l o y m e n t  t o  i n d u s t r i o u s  l a b o u r e r s  f o r  a g e s  t o  c o m e ,  a n d  w h e r e  
s u c h  d r e a d f u l  c a l a m i t i e s  a s  t h a t  j u s t  a d v e r t e d  t o  a r e  u t t e r l y  u n k n o w n ;  a  c o u n t r y  
w h e r e  t h e y  w o u l d  a l s o  h a v e  t h e  m e a n s  o f  o b t a i n i n g  r e l i g i o u s  i n s t r u c t i o n .  1 1  
L a b o u r  m i g r a t i o n  w o u l d  a d d r e s s  t h e  s h o r t a g e  o f  l a b o u r  i n  t h e  B r i t i s h  
C a r i b b e a n ,  u n d e r e m p l o y m e n t  i n  I n d i a ,  a n d  t h e  n o t  u n r e l a t e d  p r o b l e m s  
o f  i m m o r a l i t y  a n d  h e a t h e n i s m  a t  b o t h  e n d s  o f  t h e  e m p i r e .  
F o r  t h e  m o s t  p a r t ,  h i s t o r i a n s  o f  e m a n c i p a t i o n  a n d  i t s  a f t e r m a t h  h a v e  
e i t h e r  m o d i f i e d  t h i s  s u g a r  a n d  s l a v e r y  l i n e ,  o r  i g n o r e d  i t ,  f o c u s i n g  i n s t e a d  
o n  t h e  n e e d s  a n d  l o g i c  o f  " p l a n t a t i o n  e c o n o m y " .  1 2  H o w e v e r ,  r e s e a r c h  
( s o m e t i m e s  t h a t  o f  t h e s e  v e r y  h i s t o r i a n s )  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e r e  w a s  n o t  a s  
m u c h  c o n s e n s u s  a m o n g  c o l o n i a l  p l a n t e r s ,  f r e e d p e o p l e  a n d  o f f i c i a l s  o r  
a m o n g  m e t r o p o l i t a n  a b o l i t i o n i s t s ,  e n t r e p r e n e u r s  a n d  b u r e a u c r a t s  a s  t h e  
9  U K  ( H C )  1 8 4 0 ,  e n c l .  I ,  W e s t  J n d i a  A s s o c i a t i o n  t o  R u s s e l l ,  1 7  D e c e m b e r  1 8 3 9 ,  i n  
R u s s e l l  t o  L i g h t ,  2  F e b r u a r y  1 8 4 0 .  
t o  I b i d .  

1 1  I b i d .  

1 2  S e e ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  W i l l i a m  A .  G r e e n ,  B r i t i s h  S l a v e  E m a n c i p a t i o n :  T h e  S u g a r  C o l o n i e s  

a n d  t h e  G r e a t  E x p e r i m e n t  1 8 3 0 - 1 8 6 5  ( N e w  Y o r k ,  1 9 7 5 ) ;  E r i c  F o n e r ,  N o t h i n g  B u t  F r e e d o m :  

E m a n c i p a t i o n  a n d  i t s  L e g a c y  ( B a t o n  R o u g e ,  1 9 8 3 ) ;  T h o m a s  H o l t ,  T h e  P r o b l e m  o f  F r e e d o m :  

R a c e ,  L a b o r ,  a n d  P o l i t i c s  i n  J a m a i c a  a n d  B r i t a i n ,  1 8 3 2 - 1 9 3 8  ( B a l t i m o r e ,  1 9 9 2 ) ;  M a l c o l m  

C r o s s  a n d  G a d  H e u m a n  ( e d s )  ,  L a b o u r  i n  t h e  C a r i b b e a n ;  F r o m  E m a n c i p a t i o n  t o  I n d e p e n ­ 

d e n c e  ( L o n d o n ,  1 9 8 8 ) .  

114 Madhavi Kale 
standard narrative implies. For example, several historians have noted 
the progressive consolidation of Trinidad's sugar industry after emancipa­
tion. According to historian Donald Wood, in 1838 there were 206 sugar 
plantations in Trinidad. Of these, two-thirds were owned by resident 
proprietors. In 1866 there were 142 estates in the colony. In 1872 the 
Colonial Company set up the usine St Madeleine, one of the largest 
central sugar processing plants in the world, followed by two others, in 
Northern Plain and in Naparimas, thereby effectively eliminating the 
production by open-vat methods of inferior· Muscovado sugar, and acce­
lerating the expansion of cane cultivation by smallholders on the peri­
pheries of the sugar estates, and the consolidation of industry. In 1896 
there were only 52 sugar plantations in Trinidad, and in 1936 that 
number had dwindled to 32. By 1959 "the sugar industry was in the 
hands of five companies" .13 In other words, after emancipation, the 
plantation system developed in such a way as to progressively disem­
power a large group of small-scale producers (a group that might have 
been expanded to include the freed population), and consolidate the 
power and prestige of some plantation owners controlled increasingly 
by metropolitan capital. In addition, historian Kusha Haraksingh has 
argued that, far from fleeing the sugar estates in revulsion after emancipa­
tion, in Trinidad freedpeople were often pushed off, evicted by rationaliz­
ing plantation owners eager to eliminate from their workforces those 
deemed least productive - women, the elderly, children, the infirm ­
and to shift some of the costs of reproducing their labour to the labourers 
and their families. 14 
Official records indicate that, while Colonial Office personnel eventu­
ally accepted claims of labour shortage, and helped develop policies 
predicated on post-emancipation labour shortage in the British Carib­
bean, they were not always persuaded by planters' representations of 
their plight. Rather, constellations of other variables and agendas inter­
sected to make both labour shortage and indentured immigration respect­
able in the 1840s. For example, in a letter to Governor Light of 
British Guiana, Colonial Secretary John Russell rejected allegations that 
emancipated creoles had become lawless and degenerate after emancipa­
tion, as suggested in a petition from British Guiana lobbying for both 
.government-subsidized immigration, and the reopening of India and 
Africa for labour recruitment. Russell observed: 
None of the most inveterate opponents of our recent measures of emancipation 
allege that the negros have turned robbers, or plunderers, or blood-thirsty 
13 Donald Wood, Trinidad in Transition: The Years After Slavery (London, 1986), pp. 36, 
295; Bridget Brereton, Race Relations in Colonial Trinidad, 1870-1900 (Cambridge, 1979), 
p.49. 
14 Douglas Hall, "Flight from the Estates Reconsidered: The British West Indies, 1838­
42", Journal of Caribbean History, 10 and 11 (1978), pp. 7-24; Kusha Haraksingh, "Control 
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i n s u r g e n t s .  W h a t  a p p e a r s  f r o m  t h e i r  s t a t e m e n t  i s ,  t h a t  t h e y  h a v e  b e c o m e  s h o p ­
k e e p e r s ,  a n d  p e t t y  t r a d e r s ,  a n d  h u c k s t e r s ,  a n d  s m a l l  f r e e h o l d e r s ;  a  b l e s s e d  
c h a n g e ,  w h i c h  p r o v i d e n c e  h a s  e n a b l e d  u s  a l l  t o  a c c o m p l i s h .  1 5  
F a r  f r o m  s h a r i n g  p e t i t i o n e r s '  a l a r m  a t  t h i s  t u r n  o f  e v e n t s ,  R u s s e l l  a r g u e d  
t h a t  t h e y  i n d i c a t e d  t h a t  t h e  A c t  o f  A b o l i t i o n  h a d  a l r e a d y  g o n e  a  l o n g  
w a y  t o w a r d s  f u l f i l l i n g  B r i t a i n ' s  c i v i l i z i n g  m i s s i o n .  H o w e v e r ,  h e  a l s o  n o t e d  
t h a t  t h e  m o r a l  v i c t o r y  h a d  c o m e  a t  s o m e  c o s t .  " I t  i s  i m p o r t a n t ,  b u t  s t i l l  
a  s e c o n d a r y  q u e s t i o n , "  h e  w r o t e ,  " t o  c o n s i d e r  h o w  w e  c a n  m a i n t a i n  t h e  
n a t u r a l  p r o s p e r i t y  o f  o u r  W e s t  I n d i a  c o l o n i e s ,  p r o m o t e  t h e  c u l t i v a t i o n  
o f  p r o d u c t s  f o r  w h i c h  t h e  c l i m a t e  i s  a d a p t e d ,  a n d  k e e p  u p ,  i f  n o t  
i n c r e a s e ,  t h e  c o n s u m p t i o n  o f  B r i t i s h  m a n u f a c t u r e s . "  R u s s e l l  o b s e r v e d  
t h a t  i f  t h e s e  o b j e c t i v e s  w e r e  t o  b e  a c h i e v e d  t h r o u g h  c o n t i n u e d  c u l t i v a t i o n  
a n d  e x p o r t  o f  s u g a r ,  t h e n  t h e  i m p e r i a l  g o v e r n m e n t  o u g h t  t o  h e l p  f a c i l i t a t e  
p r i v a t e  c o l o n i a l  e f f o r t s  t o  p u r s u e  a n d  e x p a n d  t h e s e  e s t a b l i s h e d  e c o n o m i c  
a c t i v i t i e s .  t n  s h o r t ,  h e  p r o p o s e d  t h a t  P a r l i a m e n t  o u g h t  t o  g i v e  " e n c o u r ­
a g e m e n t  t o  a  l a r g e  e m i g r a t i o n  o f  l a b o u r e r s  i n t o  G u i a n a ,  T r i n i d a d ,  a n d  
o t h e r  c o l o n i e s ,  w i t h  a  v i e w  t o  i n t r o d u c e  a  l a r g e  p o p u l a t i o n "  s o  t h a t  t h e  
r a t i o  o f  l a n d  t o  l a b o u r  w o u l d  a p p r o x i m a t e  t h a t  o f  m o r e  d e n s e l y  p o p u l a t e d  
C a r i b b e a n  c o l o n i e s  l i k e  B a r b a r d o s .  
O t h e r  r e s e a r c h  r a i s e s  q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t  t h e  c o n v i c t i o n ,  e v i d e n t  b o t h  i n  
p r i m a r y  d a t a  a n d  h i s t o r i c a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s ,  t h a t  w o m e n  w e r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  
a v e r s e  t o  f i e l d  l a b o u r  s p e c i f i c a l l y  a n d  w a g e  l a b o u r  g e n e r a l l y .  T a k e n  
t o g e t h e r ,  t h e  w o r k  o f  L u c i l l e  M a t h u r i n ,  B a r r y  H i g m a n ,  H i l a r y  B e c k l e s ,  
M a r i e t t a  M o r r i s s e y  a n d  o t h e r  C a r i b b e a n  h i s t o r i a n s  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  s i n c e  t h e  
e n d  o f  t h e  s l a v e - t r a d e  e a r l y  i n  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ,  w o m e n  h a d  f o r m e d  
i n c r e a s i n g l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  p r o p o r t i o n s  o f  f i e l d  " g a n g s "  o n  s o m e  p l a n t a t i o n s  
i n  s o m e  o f  t h e  B r i t i s h  C a r i b b e a n  c o l o n i e s ,  w i t h  n o  n o t i c e a b l e  d i m i n u t i o n  i n  
t h e  a m o u n t  o f  s u g a r  s u c h  e s t a t e s  p r o d u c e d .
1 6  
I n  1 8 3 6 - 1 8 3 7 ,  t h e  L i v e r p o o l  
m e r c h a n t  J o h n  G l a d s t o n e ,  a l o n g  w i t h  a  f e w  o t h e r  B r i t i s h  G u i a n a  p l a n t a ­
t i o n  o w n e r s  i n  L o n d o n ,  h a d  t r i e d  t o  i m p o r t  I n d i a n  i n d e n t u r e d  l a b o u r e r s  
f o r  h i s  B r i t i s h  G u i a n a  e s t a t e s .  I n  p r e s e n t i n g  t h e i r  c a s e  t o  t h e  C o l o n i a l  
O f f i c e ,  G l a d s t o n e  h a d  p r o f e s s e d  h i m s e l f  w i l l i n g  t o  h i r e  a s  m a n y  I n d i a n  
w o m e n  f o r  h i s  p l a n t a t i o n s  a s  m e n  - p r o v i d e d  t h e y  w o r k e d  i n  t h e  f i e l d s  a s  
e n s l a v e d  w o m e n  h a d  d o n e ,  a n d  f o r  l o w e r  w a g e s .  1 7  
I f  a f t e r  e m a n c i p a t i o n ,  e m p l o y e r s  o f f e r e d  f r e e d w o m e n  l o w e r  w a g e s  t h a n  
a n d  R e s i s t a n c e  A m o n g  I n d i a n  W o r k e r s :  A  S t u d y  o f  L a b o u r  o n  t h e  S u g a r  P l a n t a t i o n s  o f  

T r i n i d a d ,  1 8 7 5 - 1 9 1 7 " ,  i n  D a b y d e e n  a n d  S a m a r o o ,  I n d i a  i n  t h e  C a r i b b e a n ,  p p .  6 1 - { i 2 .  

I S  U K  ( H C )  1 8 4 0 ,  X X X I V ,  n o .  1 2 1 ,  R u s s e l l  t o  L i g h t ,  1 5  F e b r u a r y  1 8 4 0 .  

1 6  L u c i l l e  M a t h u r i n ,  T h e  R e b e l  W o m a n  i n  t h e  B r i t i s h  W e s t  I n d i e s  d u r i n g  S l a v e r y  ( K i n g s t o n ,  

J a m a i c a ,  1 9 7 5 ) ;  B a r r y  W .  H i g m a n ,  S l a v e  P o p u l a t i o n s  o f  t h e  B r i t i s h  C a r i b b e a n  1 8 0 7 - 1 8 3 4  

( B a l t i m o r e ,  1 9 8 4 ) ;  M a r i e t t a  M o r r i s s e y ,  S l a v e  W o m e n  i n  t h e  N e w  W o r l d :  G e n d e r  S t r a t i f i c a ­ 

t i o n  i n  t h e  C a r i b b e a n  ( L a w r e n c e ,  K S ,  1 9 8 9 ) ;  H i l a r y  M c D .  B e c k l e s ,  N a t u r a l  R e b e l s :  A  

S o c i a l  H i s t o r y  o f  E n s l a v e d  B l a c k  W o m e n  i n  B a r b a d o s  ( N e w  B r u n s w i c k ,  1 9 8 9 ) .  

1 7  U K  ( H C )  1 8 3 8  ( 2 3 2 ) ,  e n c l .  n o .  1 ,  i n  G l a d s t o n e  t o  G l e n e l g ,  2 2  F e b r u a r y  1 8 3 8 ;  G l a d s t o n e  

t o  G i l l a n d e r s ,  A r b u t h n o t  a n d  C o . ,  4  J a n u a r y  1 8 3 6 .  
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men (as Gladstone had proposed in the case of indentured Indian women) 
freedwomen may have rejected these conditions, taking up foodcrop cul­
tivation and sales instead - and thus planters may indeed have lost a 
significant proportion of their pre-emancipation labour force. Whatever 
its motivations, women's absence from plantation waged labour forces 
dovetailed with colonial Baptist missionaries' and metropolitan abolition­
ists' aspirations for emancipation and freed Afro-Caribbean people. In the 
years before abolition, anti-slavery activists had condemned colonial 
slavery for what they saw as its perversion of gender roles: specifically, of 
conjugal and parental rights and responsibilities among slave-owners and 
enslaved alike. As the journal of the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery 
Society (BFASS) and other such publications indicates, the veterans of 
abolitionism hoped to see this situation rectified in bustling post­
emancipation villages of cottagers, wives and mothers at home, husbands 
and fathers at work in the fields and workshops. To the extent that aboli­
tionists and their fellow-bourgeois subscribed to a "separate spheres" 
gender ideology (the Society'S refusal to accept the credentials of four 
American delegates to their World Anti-Slavery Convention in 1840 
because they were women suggests that they did so), wage-earning women 
field labourers jarred with this vision. Most metropolitan reformers of 
colonial labour conditions did not question, indeed applauded the propri­
ety of freedwomen's declining participation in field labour. Like Russell, 
they interpreted this as a promising sign of progress among black men and 
women "degraded" by slavery .18 
Further, at abolition, British Guiana and Trinidad (along with British 
Honduras) were distinguished among British colonies in the Caribbean for 
having more enslaved men than enslaved women: ratios of between 110­
112 men per 100 women (in British Honduras, the ratio was 162.5:100).19 
However significant women's removal from plantation labour may have 
been in other colonies, in these two it may have been less important than 
contemporaries asserted or assumed. Historian Hilary Beckles has sug­
gested that, "In general, the data suggest that the more developed the 
colony as a plantation system, the greater the tendency for the normaliza­
tion of sex ratios, moving from a male predominance under frontier condi­
18 See, for example, The Anti-Slavery Reporter, published by the British and Foreign 
Anti-Slavery Society from 1840 on; Howard Temperley, British Antislavery 1833-1870 
(Columbia, SC, 1972), pp . 87-90; Clare Midgley, "Anti-Slavery and Feminism in 19th­
Century Britain", Gender and History, 5, 3 (Autumn 1993), pp. 343-362; Catherine Hall, 
"Competing Masculinities: Thomas Carlyle, John Stuart Mill and the Case of Governor 
Eyre", in idem, White, Male and Middle Class. Explorations in Feminism and History 
(London, 1992), pp. 255-295; idem, "'From Greenland's Icy Mountains [ . .. 1to Afric's 
Golden Sand': Ethnicity, Race and Nation in Mid-19th-Century England", Gender and 
History (special issue on Gender, Nationalities, and National Identities), 5, 2 (Summer 
1993), pp. 212-230. 
19 Higman, Slave Populations, p. 116. 
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t i o n s ,  t o  f e m a l e  p r e d o m i n a n c e  w i t h  m a t u r i t y .  , , 2 0  I n  t h e  " f r o n t i e r "  c o n t e x t s  
o f  T r i n i d a d  a n d  B r i t i s h  G u i a n a  i n  t h e  1 8 3 0 s ,  w h e r e  l a n d  w o u l d  h a v e  t o  b e  
c l e a r e d  a n d  r e c l a i m e d ,  d i k e s  a n d  c a n a l s  b u i l t  a n d  d u g  b e f o r e  c a n e  c u l t i v a ­
t i o n  c o u l d  p r o c e e d ,  e m p l o y e r s  m a y  h a v e  p r e f e r r e d  m a l e  l a b o u r e r s  o v e r  
w o m e n ,  t h u s  g i v i n g  a d d e d  i n c e n t i v e  t o  e m p l o y e r s  a n d  s p e c u l a t o r s  t o  s e e k  
m a l e  l a b o u r e r s  w h e r e v e r  t h e y  c o u l d  g e t  t h e m ,  a n d  p u s h  w o m e n  o u t  o f  t h e  
w a g e d  p l a n t a t i o n  w o r k f o r c e .  
" L a b o u r  s h o r t a g e "  w a s  t h e  i d i o m  i n  w h i c h  s o m e  B r i t i s h  C a r i b b e a n  s u g a r  
p l a n t e r s ,  a l o n g  w i t h  a  c o t e r i e  o f  m e t r o p o l i t a n  c r e d i t o r s  a n d  e n t r e p r e n e u r s  
w i t h  i n v e s t m e n t s  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  B r i t i s h  e m p i r e  r e p r e s e n t e d  t h e i r  u n h a p p i ­
n e s s  w i t h  c o n d i t i o n s  u n d e r  w h i c h  t h e y  b o t h  p r o d u c e d  a n d  s o l d  s u g a r .  F o r  
e v e n  a s  t h e  B r i t i s h  C a r i b b e a n  s u g a r  p r o d u c e r s  w e r e  l o s i n g  t h e  p r i v i l e g e s  
o v e r  l a b o u r  t h e y  h a d  e n j o y e d  u n d e r  s l a v e r y ,  t h e y  w e r e  a l s o  l o s i n g  t h e i r  
p r o t e c t e d  s t a t u s  i n  t h e  h o m e  s u g a r  m a r k e t .  I n  1 8 2 5  M a u r i t i u s - g r o w n  m u s ­
c a v o d o  ( a  l o w  g r a d e  o f  s u g a r )  w a s  a d m i t t e d  i n t o  B r i t a i n  a t  r a t e s  p r e v i o u s l y  
r e s e r v e d  f o r  B r i t i s h  W e s t  I n d i a n  s u g a r .  I n  1 8 3 6  t h e  r a t e  w a s  e x t e n d e d  t o  
s u g a r  p r o d u c e d  i n  I n d i a .  B y  t h e  t i m e  o f  e m a n c i p a t i o n ,  i t  w a s  c l e a r  t h a t  
t h e  a b o l i t i o n  o f  d u t i e s  t h a t  p r o t e c t e d  B r i t i s h  c o l o n i a l  s u g a r  - a g a i n s t  e v e n  
t h e  c h e a p e r  a n d  h i g h e r  q u a l i t y  s u g a r  p r o d u c e d  b y  s l a v e  l a b o u r  i n  C u b a  
a n d  B r a z i l  - w a s  i m m i n e n t .  
W h a t  t h e  l a b o u r  s h o r t a g e  a r g u m e n t  i n  f a c t  p o i n t s  t o  i s  a n  a t t e m p t  t o  
m o u l d  s u g a r  p r o d u c t i o n  i n  T r i n i d a d  a n d  B r i t i s h  G u i a n a  i n t o  v e r t i c a l l y  a n d  
h o r i z o n t a l l y - i n t e g r a t e d  i n d u s t r i e s .  T h e  m o t i v e ,  f o r  s o m e  c o l o n i a l  p l a n t e r s  
a n d  m e t r o p o l i t a n  e n t r e p r e n e u r i a l  c a p i t a l i s t s ,  w a s  t h e  r e l a t i v e  a b u n d a n c e  
i n  t h e  t w o  c o l o n i e s  o f  s t i l l - u n e x p l o i t e d  l a n d  s u i t a b l e  f o r  l a r g e - s c a l e  s u g a r  
c u l t i v a t i o n .  T h a t  t h i s  w a s  u n d e r s t o o d  a s  i n v e s t m e n t  p o t e n t i a l  w a s  r e f l e c t e d  
i n  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  h i g h e r  p r i c e s  w e r e  p a i d  f o r  s l a v e s  i n  t h e s e  t w o  c o l o n i e s  
b e t w e e n  1 8 2 2  a n d  1 8 3 0  t h a n  i n  a n y  o t h e r ;  a n d  e s t a b l i s h e d  i n  t h e  s i g n i f i c ­
a n t l y  h i g h e r  r a t e s  o f  c o m p e n s a t i o n  p a i d  b y  t h e  B r i t i s h  g o v e r n m e n t  t o  s l a v e ­
o w n e r s  t h e r e ,  t h a n  t o  t h o s e  i n  a n y  o t h e r .  T h e  a v e r a g e  c o m p e n s a t i o n  
a w a r d e d  f o r m e r  s l a v e - o w n e r s  i n  H o n d u r a s ,  B r i t i s h  G u i a n a  a n d  T r i n i d a d  
w a s  o v e r  £ 5 0  p e r  s l a v e .  T h e  n e x t  h i g h e s t  a v e r a g e  c o m p e n s a t i o n  w a s  p a i d  
t o  f o n n e r  o w n e r s  o f  s l a v e s  a t  t h e  C a p e  o f  G o o d  H o p e  a n d  M a u r i t i u s  ( £ 3 4  
1 1 s  7 d  a n d  £ 3 1  l O s  6 d ,  r e s p e c t i v e l y ) .  I n  t h e  B r i t i s h  C a r i b b e a n ,  t h o s e  w h o  
h a d  o w n e d  s l a v e s  i n  t h e  s m a l l e r  i s l a n d s  o f  S t  V i n c e n t ,  G r e n a d a  a n d  S t  
L u c i a ,  r e c e i v e d  t h e  n e x t  h i g h e s t  a v e r a g e  c o m p e n s a t i o n s :  a p p r o x i m a t e l y  
£ 2 5 - £ 2 7 ,  o r  j u s t  o v e r  h a l f  t h e  ~verage a m o u n t  a w a r d e d  f o n n e r  o w n e r s  o f  
s l a v e s  i n  T r i n i d a d  a n d  B r i t i s h  G u i a n a .  T h e  a v e r a g e  c o m p e n s a t i o n  p a i d  f o r  
s l a v e s  i n  B a r b a d o s ,  T o b a g o ,  J a m a i c a  a n d  D o m i n i c a ,  w a s  b e t w e e n  £ 1 9  a n d  
£ 2 1 .
2 1  
A s  E r i c  W i l l i a m s  n o t e d ,  " T r i n i d a d ' s  e c o n o m i c  p o t e n t i a l  i n  c o m p a r i s o n  
w i t h  t h a t  o f  t h e  e x h a u s t e d  s o i l  o f  . t h e  o l d e r  i s l a n d s  m a d e  t h e  s l a v e  i n  
1 1 )  B e c k l e s ,  N a t u r a l  R e b e l s ,  p p .  1 8 - 1 9 ;  H i g m a n ,  S l a v e  P o p u l a t i o n s ,  p p .  5 8 - 6 3 .  
2 1  B u t l e r ,  E c o n o m i c s  o f  E m a n c i p a t i o n  ,  A p p e n d i x ,  T a b l e  A  . i . ,  p .  1 4 3 .  
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Trinidad an infinitely more valuable piece of property than the slave in 
any other West Indian colony except British Guiana." He added that a 
labour shortage would result from the intention to expand sugar produc­
tion. He wrote: 
The presence of a mere 17,439 slaves in Trinidad and a mere 69,579 in British 
Guiana changed the whole course of history of these two colonies after emancipa­
tion. The labour problem led to the introduction of an entirely new population 
in Trinidad, which converted the island from a society of small farmers into a 
typical plantation economy?2 (emphasis added) 
The ability of some plantation owners in Trinidad and British Guiana 
to use their imperial connections to propagate the notion that freedpeople 
would or did handicap colonial development helped to establish these two 
as leading British Caribbean sugar producers throughout the nineteenth 
century.23 . 
Not all landowners in the two colonies were as enthusiastic about 
indentured immigration as those in British Guiana who signed the 1839 
petition, or members of the West India Merchants' Association in 
London. Indentured labour was only affordable on fairly large estates, 
which could provide the housing and medical facilities required by 
imperial government and colonial regulations. Historian Bridget Brereton 
has argued that in Trinidad, French creole planters were displaced as 
sugar producers by better-capitalized, British-based or -backed owners 
during the 1840s and 1870s as a consequence of reductions in protective 
sugar duties. Cocoa cultivators in Trinidad (among whom numbered 
French creoles who had abandoned sugar production to the better­
capitalized British-owned estates, as well as Afro-Trinidadians and, as 
the century progressed, Indo-Trinidadians) were unenthusiastic about 
indentured immigration. Free or unindentured workers and smallholders 
in Trinidad complained that indentured immigration depressed their 
wages. They, like some historians, pointed out that even during depres­
sions in the sugar industry, Trinidad and British Guiana continued to 
requisition and get substantial numbers of Indian indentured migrants, 
who were required to do more work per task than in the past, thereby 
contributing to deteriorating conditions for all. 24 
Two other factors that contributed to naturalizing labour shortage in 
Trinidad and British Guiana after emancipation were the imperial 
government's fluctuating and malleable commitment to free trade, and 
Zl Eric Williams, Capitalism and Slavery (London, 1987; first pub. 1964), p. 86. 

23 Higman's analysis of data from approximately 1832 modifies Williams's position, but 

not dramatically: Slave Populations, pp. 102-103. 

24 UK (HC) 1910, xxvn, "Committee on Emigration from India to the Crown Colonies 

and Protectorates", part 2, Minutes of Evidence; Brereton, Race Relations, pp. 49, 179; 

Wood, Trinidad in Transition, pp. 107-159; K.O. Laurence, A Question of Labour: 

Indentured Immigration into Trinidad and British Guiana 1875-1917 (London, 1994), p. 11. 

1 1 9  
I n d i a n  M i g r a t i o n  t o  t h e  B r i t i s h  C a r i b b e a n  
w o r k i n g - c l a s s  a c t i v i s m  - m o s t  n o t a b l y  C h a r t i s m  - i n  t h e  1 8 3 0 s  a n d  1 8 4 0 s .  
T h e  p r o t e c t i v e  s u g a r  d u t i e s  w e r e  a t t a c k e d  a s  p r i v i l e g e s  s u b s i d i z e d  b y  
h i g h  p r i c e s  p a i d  b y  B r i t i s h  c o n s u m e r s ,  w o r k i n g - c l a s s ,  m i d d l e - c l a s s  a n d  
a r i s t o c r a t i c  a l i k e .  B r i t i s h  C a r i b b e a n  s u g a r  i n v e s t o r s  s u c c e s s f u l l y  a r g u e d  
t h a t  t h e  o n l y  w a y  f o r  f r e e  t r a d e  a n d  f r e e  l a b o u r  t o  t r i u m p h  i n  w o r l d  
s u g a r  m a r k e t s  w a s  f o r  B r i t i s h  C a r i b b e a n  s u g a r  p r o d u c e r s  t o  i m p o r t ,  w i t h  
i m p e r i a l  a s s i s t a n c e ,  a d e q u a t e  l a b o u r  f r o m  o t h e r  p a r t s  o f  t h e  B r i t i s h  
e m p i r e .  E v e n  s o m e  f a c t i o n s  w i t h i n  t h e  B r i t i s h  a n d  F o r e i g n  A n t i - S l a v e r y  
S o c i e t y  c a m e  a r o u n d  t o  t h e  v i e w  t h a t  i n d e n t u r e d  i m m i g r a t i o n  i n t o  t h e  
B r i t i s h  C a r i b b e a n ,  s p e c i f i c a l l y  f r o m  I n d i a ,  w a s  a n  a c c e p t a b l e  p r i c e  t o  
p a y  t o w a r d s  t h e  g o a l  o f  e l i m i n a t i n g  s l a v e r y  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  w o r l d .  B y  
1 8 4 2 ,  B F A S S  w a s  t o m  b y  c o n f l i c t i n g  o p i n i o n s  o n  t h e  s u g a r  d u t i e s ,  
e l i m i n a t i o n  o f  w h i c h  t h e  c e n t r a l  c o m m i t t e e  i n  L o n d o n  j o i n e d  p l a n t e r s  
a n d  s u g a r  m e r c h a n t s  i n  o p p o s i n g .  I n  1 8 4 4  T h o m a s  S p e n c e r ,  W . T .  B l a i r  
a n d  G . W .  A n s t i e  s e n t  a  c i r c u l a r  l e t t e r  t o  o t h e r  B F A S S  m e m b e r s ,  u r g i n g  
t h e m  t o  r e p u d i a t e  t h e  r e s o l u t i o n  i n  f a v o u r  o f  c o n t i n u e d  p r o t e c t i o n  o f  
B r i t i s h  c o l o n i a l  s u g a r s  p u s h e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  1 8 4 3  A n t i - S l a v e r y  C o n v e n t i o n  
b y  t h e  L o n d o n  C o m m i t t e e .  " W h o  a r e  t h e  m e n  w h o  o b j e c t  t o  o u r  
r e c e i v i n g  s l a v e - g r o w n  s u g a r ? "  t h e y  a s k e d .  " N o t  t h e  p o o r ,  b u t  a  s m a l l ,  
v e r y  s m a l l  m i n o r i t y  o f  t h e  m o r e  c o m f o r t a b l e  o r  r i c h e r  c l a s s e s " ,  t h e y  
r e s p o n d e d ,  a d d i n g :  
O u r  o w n  c o l o n i e s  p r o d u c e  e n o u g h  t o  s u p p l y  t h o s e  w h o  c a n  p a y  t h e  h i g h  p r i c e  
t h e y  c h a r g e  f o r  t h e i r  s u g a r ,  a n d  t h e s e ,  c o n s e q u e n t l y ,  g e t  e n o u g h ;  b u t  t h e  p o o r  
g o  w i t h o u t ,  t o  s a t i s f y  t h e  s c r u p l e s  o f  t h o s e  w h o ,  u n d e r  a n y  c i r c u m s t a n c e s ,  k n o w  
n o t h i n g  o f  s c a r c i t y .  W e  f e e l  c o n s t r a i n e d  t o  p u t  i t  t o  t h e  l a t t e r ,  w h e t h e r  t h e i r  
c o n s c i e n t i o u s  s c r u p l e s  o u g h t  t o  i m p o s e  s a c r i f i c e s  u p o n  t h e i r  p o o r e r  c o u n t r y m e n ,  
w h o  d o  n o t  p a r t a k e  o f  t h e i r  s c r u p l e s ? 2 5  
I t  w a s  n o t  c o i n c i d e n t a l  t h a t  I n d i a n  i n d e n t u r e d  m i g r a t i o n ,  u n d e r  t h e  
a u s p i c e s  o f  P a r l i a m e n t ,  t h e  C o l o n i a l  a n d  I n d i a  O f f i c e s ,  c o l o n i a l  a n d  
I n d i a n  g o v e r n m e n t s ,  w a s  a p p r o v e d  b y  A c t  o f  P a r l i a m e n t  i n  1 8 4 4 ,  a n d  
t h e  A c t  p r o v i d i n g  f o r  e l i m i n a t i o n  o f  p r e f e r e n t i a l  s u g a r  t a r i f f s  - a s  w e l l  
a s  t h a t  s t r i k i n g  d o w n  t h e  C o m  L a w s  - w a s  p a s s e d  i n  1 8 4 6 .  
T h e  c o n t i n u i n g  r e s i l i e n c y  o f  t h e  " l a b o u r  s h o r t a g e "  m o d e l  o f  p o s t ­
e m a n c i p a t i o n  l a b o u r  c o n d i t i o n s  c a n  i n  p a r t  b e  t r a c e d  t o  i t s  f i t  w i t h  t h e  
a s s u m p t i o n s ,  m e t h o d s  a n d  a g e n d a s  o f  s o c i a l  h i s t o r y  a s  t h e y  d e v e l o p e d  
i n  t h e  1 9 6 0 s  a n d  1 9 7 0 s .  I f  i n ,  c l a i m i n g  t h a t  t h e y  w e r e  s h o r t  o f  l a b o u r  
n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  p l a n t e r s  r e p r e s e n t e d  f r e e d p e o p l e  a s  n e g a t i v e l y  a s  t h e y  
c o u l d  - a s  s h i f t l e s s ,  l a z y ,  u n r e l i a b l e ,  h e e d l e s s ,  h a p p y - g o - l u c k y  a n d  t h e  
r e s t  o f  i t  - s o c i a l  h i s t o r i a n s  h a v e  r e r e a d  s u c h  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  a s  e v i d e n c e  
o f  f r e e d p e o p l e ' s  r e s i s t a n c e  t o  c a p i t a l i s m ,  p l a n t e r s  a n d  t h e i r  v i s i o n  o f  
v i r t u e ,  a n d  a s  a l t e r n a t i v e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  m e a n i n g s  o f  f r e e d o m .  
2 S  " T h e  S u g a r  Q u e s t i o n "  ,  T h e  A n t i - S l a v e r y  R e p o r t e r ,  5 ,  7  ( 3  A p r i l  1 8 4 4 )  ,  p .  5 0 ;  T e m p e r l e y ,  
B r i t i s h  A n t i s l a v e r y ,  p p .  1 1 1 - 1 3 6 ;  G e o r g e  J ,  S c h u e t t e ,  " T h e  L o n d o n  W e s t  I n d i a  C o m m i t t e e ,  
1 8 3 8 - 1 8 5 4 :  A n  I m p e r i a l  P r e s s u r e  G r o u p  i n  A c t i o n "  ( p h . D "  D u k e  U n i v e r s i t y ,  1 9 7 5 ) ,  p .  8 5 .  
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Such rereadings of the primary evidence are not unconvincing. Neither 
are they unproblematical. They are not only predicated on, but also 
reproduce assumptions about gender, labour and history that naturalize 
some aspects of patriarchal authority (the plantation-dominated, sugar­
producing, post-emancipation colonial economies, for example) and 
romanticize others (the idealized bourgeois family), even if they don't 
necessarily endorse them. With some notable exceptions (Kusha Harak­
singh and Rhoda Reddock, for example), the literature on Indian inden­
tured migration to the British Caribbean builds on this scholarship on 
abolition, emancipation and their aftermath, and for the most part 
proceeds from the assumption that freedpeople's - and especially 
freedwomen's - reluctance to continue to work on sugar plantations 
after 1838 made importation of labour from overseas necessary.26 They 
have not adequately considered either the extent to which ever-emergent 
imperial discourses on labour, race and gender informed the myriad 
policies designed and implemented by colonial, imperial and Indian 
officials for the protection and regulation of Indian indentured migrants; 
or by extension, the extent to which these large and small acts of empire 
helped shape the distinctive communities and cultures emergent among 
Indian migrants and their descendants in the British Caribbean. 
Making a colonial labour shortage was a complicated business. It 
involved mobilization of a battery of discursive resources, as well as 
transformative interventions in material conditions (colonial legislation 
and commodification of customary allowances, employer collusion 
regarding wages and task sizes, strikes by workers). It also involved the 
emergence of a new, post-emancipation hierarchy of labour imagined in 
an imperial framework, and based on the presumed cultural affinity and 
shared history of metropolitan and Caribbean imperial subjects, black 
and white, and on the absolute alien-ness of other imperial subjects. 
There was nothing inevitable about Indian indentured migration to the 
British Caribbean. If Trinidad, British Guiana and to a much lesser 
extent Jamaica had not been imagined and represented as they were, 
there would have been no can for Indian indentured immigration . If 
the price of sugar had not been made such a pressing issue in the early 
1840s, British legislators, bureaucrats, and reformers of domestic and 
colonial labour conditions might not have been persuaded by the labour 
shortage thesis. If the shortage had not been cast in terms of freed­
people's racial and social inadequacies, Indian indentured migrants and 
their descendants might not have been cast the ways they were either. 
The migration and its representations were scripted in a particular 
moment of convergences. The rest of the paper turns to consider contem­
porary discourses on community and culture in colonial India, and how 
26 Hugh Tinker, A New System of Slavery: The Export of Indian Labourers Overseas, 
1830-1920 (New York, 1974). 
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I n d i a n  M i g r a t i o n  t o  t h e  B r i t i s h  C a r i b b e a n  
t h e y  w e r e  a r t i c u l a t e d  w i t h  t h o s e  o n  C a r i b b e a n  l a b o u r  s h o r t a g e  t o  p r o d u c e  
a  h i s t o r i c a l  n a r r a t i v e  t h a t  f u r t h e r  r e i f i e d  t h e  f o r m e r  a n d  n a t u r a l i z e d  t h e  
l a t t e r .  
E x o d u s  
S o m e  c a m e  w i t h  d r e a m s  o f  m i l k - a n d - h o n e y  r i c h e s  

f l e e i n g  f a m i n e  a n d  d e a t h :  

d a n c i n g  g i r l s ,  

R a j p u t  s o l d i e r s ,  d e t e r m i n e d ,  t a l l ,  

e s c a p i n g  p e n a l t y  o f  p r i d e .  

S t o l e n  w i v e s ,  a f r a i d  a n d  d e s p o n d e n t ,  

c r o s s i n g  b l a c k  w a t e r s ,  

B r a h m i n ,  C h a m m a r ,  a l i k e ,  

h e a r t s  b r i m f u l  o f  h o p e .  

M a h a d a i  D a s ,  " T h e y  C a m e  i n  S h i p s "  
I n  1 8 3 9 ,  t h e  r e p o r t  o n  i m m i g r a t i o n  i n t o  B r i t i s h  G u i a n a  p u b l i s h e d  i n  t h e  
P a r l i a m e n t a r y  P a p e r s  i n c l u d e d  t a b l e s  l i s t i n g  t h e  n a m e s  o f  e a c h  o f  t h e  
I n d i a n  i n d e n t u r e d  m i g r a n t s  b r o u g h t  t o  t h e  c o l o n y  b y  G l a d s t o n e  a n d  h i s  
a s s o c i a t e s ,  a l o n g  w i t h  t h e i r  s e x ,  a g e s ,  r e l i g i o n s ,  t h e  e s t a t e s  t o  w h i c h  
t h e y  h a d  b e e n  a s s i g n e d ,  t h e i r  o c c u p a t i o n s  o n  t h e  e s t a t e s  a n d  t h e i r  w a g e s  
a n d  a l l o w a n c e s .  R e p o r t s  c o m p i l e d  b y  t h e  O f f i c e  o f  t h e  P r o t e c t o r  o f  
E m i g r a n t s  i n  C a l c u t t a  ( 1 8 7 1 - 1 9 1 0 )  a n d  M a d r a s  l i s t e d  t h e  e m i g r a n t s '  
d e s t i n a t i o n s ,  t h e  d i s t r i c t s  i n  w h i c h  t h e y  w e r e  b o r n ,  t h o s e  i n  w h i c h  t h e y  
w e r e  r e c r u i t e d ,  t h e i r  s e x ,  a g e  a n d  c a s t e .  I n  t h e  B r i t i s h  C a r i b b e a n ,  t o  
b e  I n d i a n  w a s  t o  b e ,  f i r s t ,  a  s u g a r  w o r k e r .  T h i s  r e l a t i o n a l  i d e n t i t y  
s i t u a t e d  I n d i a n s  w i t h i n ,  o f t e n  u n c o m f o r t a b l y ,  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  C a r i b b e a n  
s l a v e r y ,  s u g a r  a n d  B r i t i s h  c a p i t a l i s m .  S e c o n d a r i l y ,  t o  b e  I n d i a n  w a s  t o  
b e  a  m i g r a n t ,  a n  a l i e n  f r o m  a  s p a c e  m a d e  k n o w n  a n d  a c c e s s i b l e  t h r o u g h  
m e d i a t i o n  o f  B r i t i s h  i n d u s t r y  a n d  e n t e r p r i s e .  I n  I n d i a ,  t o  b e  a  l a b o u r e r  
i n v o k e d  o t h e r  g e o g r a p h i c  a n d  r e l a t i o n a l  i d e n t i t i e s ,  a l s o  m a d e  k n o w n  
t h r o u g h  B r i t i s h  i n d u s t r y  a n d  e n t e r p r i s e ,  a n d  s o m e t i m e s  s i t u a t i n g  
l a b o u r e r s  w i t h i n  o t h e r  n a r r a t i v e s  o f  b o n d a g e .
2 7  
T h e  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  
t h e s e  s e t s  o f  d a t a  s u g g e s t s  t h e  p a r a m e t e r s  i n  w h i c h  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  i n  
B r i t i s h  C a r i b b e a n  c o l o n i e s  a n d  B r i t i s h  I n d i a  o p e r a t e d ,  t h e  v a l u e s  a n d  
i d e n t i t i e s  t h e y  a s s i g n e d  m i g r a n t s ,  a n d  t h e  c a t e g o r i e s  a n d  c o n d i t i o n s  
t o  w h i c h  t h e y  a t t a c h e d  i m p o r t a n c e .  T h e y  a l s o  i n d i c a t e  t h e  d i s c u r s i v e  
f r a m e w o r k s  - o v e r l a p p i n g  b u ( n o t  c o t e r m i n o u s  - w h i c h  m i g r a n t s  t h e m ­
s e l v e s  h a d  t o  n e g o t i a t e ,  a n d  i n  w h i c h  t h e y  h a d  t o  o p e r a t e .  
B e t w e e n  1 8 4 5  a n d  1 9 1 7  a p p r o x i m a t e l y  4 5 0 , 0 0 0  I n d i a n  i n d e n t u r e d  
m i g r a n t s  l e f t  f o r  t h e  B r i t i s h  C a r i b b e a n ,  t h e  m a j o r i t y  g o i n g  ( i n  s t e e p l y  
d e s c e n d i n g  o r d e r )  t o  B r i t i s h  G u i a n a ,  T r i n i d a d  a n d  J a m a i c a .  O f  t h e s e ,  
n  G y a n  P r a k a s h ,  B o n d e d  H i s t o r i e s :  G e n e a l o g i e s  o f  L a b o r  S e r v i t u d e  i n  C o l o n i a l  I n d i a  
( N e w  Y o r k ,  1 9 9 0 ) ,  a n d  " I n t r o d u c t i o n " ,  i n  G y a n  P r a k a s h  ( e d . ) ,  T h e  W o r l d  o f  R u r a l  
L a b o u r e r  i n  C o l o n i a l  I n d i a  ( D e l h i ,  1 9 9 2 ) .  
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the great majority embarked from Calcutta, as British Caribbean 
employers came to prefer indentured workers recruited in northern India 
to those recruited in the southern peninsular region and embarked from 
Madras. After 1862 Trinidad and British Guiana closed their recruiting 
agencies in Madras, and recruitment for these colonies in the latter 
region almost ceased. Thanks to a combination of high levels (historically 
and throughout the indenture period) of seasonal and long-term migra­
tion, Indian government policies restricting recruitment by overseas colo­
nial employers to certain areas, and compe,tition from a shifting constella­
tion of recruiters for Assam tea plantations and other industries in the 
subcontinent, most of those who left for Trinidad and British Guiana 
from Calcutta were recruited in the following districts in the eastern 
part of the United Provinces and Bihar: Basti, Azamgarh, Ghazipur, 
Gonda, Fyzabad, Allahabad, Gorakhpur, Jaunpur, Lucknow, Shahabad; 
Baraich, Partabgarh, Rae Bareli, Sultanpur, Benares, Bara Banki, 
Kanpur, and Patna. K.O. Laurence has estimated that of the nearly 
271,900 recruit registrations recorded in the Calcutta emigration depart­
ment records, nearly 198,000 were registered in the first ten districts 
above, and nearly 56,500 in Kanpur, Benares and Patna.28 Further, the 
majority of those registered were born in the same districts, although 
there was also considerable registration of recruits born in Bengal, the 
Central Provinces, and elsewhere in India. Indentured migrants to the 
British Caribbean appear to have been drawn from a representative 
cross-section of these regions' popUlations, various castes being repres­
ented in the migration in proportions commensurate with those of the 
recruiting regions in general. Families appear not to have emigrated 
together. 
In 1838 the Master Pilot at Calcutta testified that, to his mind, the 
migrants who boarded the British Guiana-bound Whitby, "were generally 
composed of ignorant creatures from the interior, kidnapped or cajoled 
away for the benefit of a set of crimps who laugh at humanity for the 
sake of profit".29 Some twenty years later, Jane Swinton, widow of the 
captain of the Salsette, which had transported migrants to Trinidad wrote, 
"out of the 324 Coolies who came on board, I do not believe five, at 
most, either know where they are going, or what is to be their occupa­
tion". She added, "My heart often yearned over them, in thinking of 
the way they were entrapped, as many of them asked me to recommend 
them to get a good situation on their arrival at the island."3O Of the 
324 passengers (274 of whom were adults) who left the Hooghly aboard 
28 Laurence, A Question of Labour, pp. 107-108. 
2. Bengal Government, "Coolie Export Enquiry 1838--1840", Appendix no. 4; reprinted 

in UK (He) 1841, XVI, nos 287 and 483 . 

30 Captain and Mrs Swinton, Journal of a Voyage with Coolie Emigrants, from Calcutta 

to Trinidad (London, 1859), p. 12. 
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t h e  S a l s e t t e  o n  1 7  M a r c h  1 8 5 8 ,  1 2 0  o r  m o r e  t h a n  o n e - t h i r d ,  d i e d  e n  
r o u t e .  
T h e s e  t w o  e y e w i t n e s s  r e p o r t s  f i t  w i t h  a n d  i l l u s t r a t e  t h a t  s t r a n d  o f  t h e  
l i t e r a t u r e ,  c o n t e m p o r a r y  a n d  h i s t o r i c a l ,  t h a t  i n  l a n g u a g e  r e m i n i s c e n t  o f  
a b o l i t i o n i s t  a c c o u n t s  o f  t h e  A f r i c a n  s l a v e - t r a d e ,  h a s  c a s t  i n d e n t u r e d  
m i g r a n t s  a s  v i c t i m s  o f  u n s c r u p u l o u s  m e r c h a n t s  a n d  t h e i r  p r o c u r e r s .  I t  
w a s  a c c o u n t s  s u c h  a s  t h e s e  t h a t  i n  1 8 4 0  d i s p o s e d  C o l o n i a l  S e c r e t a r y  
R u s s e l l  a g a i n s t  a l l o w i n g  r e s u m p t i o n  o f  I n d i a n  i n d e n t u r e d  m i g r a t i o n  t o  
M a u r i t i u s  a n d  B r i t i s h  G u i a n a ,  t h e  l o b b y i n g  o f  t h e i r  s u g a r  i n d u s t r i e s  
n o t w i t h s t a n d i n g ,  o n  t h e  g r o u n d s  t h a t  i t  m i g h t  " l e a d  t o  a  d r e a d f u l  l o s s  
o f  l i f e  o n  t h e  o n e  h a n d ,  o r ,  o n  t h e  o t h e r ,  t o  a  n e w  s y s t e m  o f  s l a v e r y .  , , 3 1  
I n  1 8 3 9  t h r e e  o f  s i x  c o m m i s s i o n e r s  a p p o i n t e d  b y  t h e  G o v e r n m e n t  o f  
B e n g a l  t o  i n v e s t i g a t e  c h a r g e s  o f  a b u s e  a g a i n s t  t h a t  r e c e n t l y - s u s p e n d e d  
m i g r a t i o n  c o n c l u d e d  t h a t  " t h e  C o o l i e s  a n d  o t h e r  N a t i v e s  e x p o r t e d  t o  
M a u r i t i u s  a n d  e l s e w h e r e ,  w e r e  ( g e n e r a l l y  s p e a k i n g )  i n d u c e d  t o  c o m e  t o  
C a l c u t t a  b y  g r o s s  m i s r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  a n d  d e c e i t  p r a c t i s e d  u p o n  t h e m  b y  
n a t i v e  c r i m p s  s t y l e d  D u f f a d a r s  a n d  A r k o t t i e s  e m p l o y e d  b y  E u r o p e a n  
a n d  A n g l o - I n d i a n  U n d e r t a k e r s  a n d  S h i p p e r s  w h o  w e r e  m o s t l y  c o g n i z a n t  
o f  t h e s e  f r a u d s ,  a n d  w h o  r e c e i v e d  a  v e r y  c o n s i d e r a b l e  s u m  p e r  h e a d  f o r  
e a c h  C o o l i e  e x p o r t e d " .  T h e y  s t r o n g l y  a d v i s e d  a g a i n s t  r e s u m p t i o n  o f  t h e  
m i g r a t i o n ,  n o t i n g  t h a t  " p e r m i s s i o n  t o  r e n e w  t h i s  t r a f f i c  w o u l d  w e a k e n  
t h e  m o r a l  i n f l u e n c e  o f  t h e  B r i t i s h  G o v e r n m e n t  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  w o r l d ,  
a n d  d e a d e n  o r  u t t e r l y  d e s t r o y  t h e  e f f e c t  o f  a l l  f u t u r e  r e m o n s t r a n c e s  a n d  
n e g o c i a t i o n s  [ s i c ]  r e s p e c t i n g  t h e  s l a v e  t r a d e " . 3 2  S u b s e q u e n t l y ,  o t h e r  c r i t i c s  
o f  t h e  s y s t e m ,  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  a n d  h i s t o r i a n s  a l i k e ,  h a v e  e l a b o r a t e d  o n  
t h i s  t h e m e ,  a r g u i n g  t h a t  i n d e n t u r e d  e m i g r a n t s  w e r e  v i c t i m s  o f  s i m p l e  
d e c e p t i o n  o r ,  m o r e  b r o a d l y ,  o f  B r i t i s h  r e v e n u e  s e t t l e m e n t  a n d  l a n d  
t e n u r e  p o l i c i e s  o f  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ,  a n d  b a c k i n g  t h e i r  a r g u m e n t  
w i t h  e v i d e n c e  f r o m  e t h n o g r a p h i c  s u r v e y s  a n d  o t h e r  s u c h  e n t e r p r i s e s  o f  
c o l o n i a l  r u l e  i n  I n d i a .  
A n o t h e r  s t r a n d  i n  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e ,  h o w e v e r ,  a r g u e s  t h a t  w h a t e v e r  t h e  
r e a s o n s  f o r  t h e i r  i m m i s e r a t e d  c o n d i t i o n ,  i n d e n t u r e d  e m i g r a t i o n  r e p r e s ­
e n t e d  a  " G r e a t  E s c a p e "  f o r  e n t e r p r i s i n g  I n d i a n s ,  a n  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  t u r n  
c o l o n i a l  s u b o r d i n a t i o n  a t  h o m e  t o  t h e i r · o w n  a d v a n t a g e  a b r o a d  - a n d  
t h a t  w o m e n ,  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  m a y  h a v e  s e i z e d  i t  a s  s u c h .
3 3  
T w o  o t h e r s  
3 1  U K  ( H C )  1 8 4 0 ,  X X X I V ,  n o .  1 2 1 ,  R u s s e l l  t o  L i g h t ,  1 5  F e b r u a r y  1 8 4 0 .  

3 2  B e n g a l  G o v e r n m e n t ,  " C o o l i e  E x p o r t  C o m m i t t e e " ,  M a j o r i t y  R e p o r t  ( C h a i r m a n  T h e o ­ 

d o r e  D i c k e n s ,  R e v .  J a m e s  C h a r l e s ,  R u s s o m o y  D u t t ) ,  p .  2 .  

3 3  P . e .  E m m e r ,  " T h e  G r e a t  E s c a ' p e :  T h e  M i g r a t i o n  o f  F e m a l e  I n d e n t u r e d  S e r v a n t s  f r o m  

B r i t i s h  I n d i a  t o  S u r i n a m ,  1 8 7 3 - 1 9 1 6 " ,  i n  D a v i d  R i c h a r d s o n  ( e d . ) ,  A b o l i t i o n  a n d  i t s  A f t e r ­ 

m a t h :  T h e  H i s t o r i c a l  C o n t e x t ,  1 7 9 0 - 1 9 1 6  ( L o n d o n ,  1 9 8 5 ) ;  R h o d a  R e d d o c k ,  " F r e e d o m  

D e n i e d :  I n d i a n  W o m e n  a n d  I n d e n t u r e s h i p  i n  T r i n i d a d  a n d  T o b a g o ,  1 8 4 5 - 1 9 1 7 " ,  E c o n o m i c  

a n d  P o l i t i c a l  W e e k l y ,  2 0 - 4 3  ( 2 6  O c t o b e r  1 9 8 5 ) ,  p p .  7 9 - 8 7 ;  P a t  M o h a m m e d ,  " W r i t i n g  

G e n d e r  i n t o  H i s t o r y :  T h e  N e g o t i a t i o n  o f  G e n d e r  R e l a t i o n s  a m o n g  I n d i a n  M e n  a n d  W o m e n  

i n  P o s t - I n d e n t u r e  T r i n i d a d  S o c i e t y ,  1 9 1 7 - 1 9 4 7 " ,  i n  V .  S h e p h e r d ,  B .  B r e r e t o n  a n d  B .  
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appointed to the 1839 enquiry by the Government of Bengal disagreed 
with the findings of their three colleagues, and submitted dissenting 
reports of their own. J.P. Grant, who was later to be appointed Protector 
of Emigrants at Calcutta worried that "To ' confine the laborers of a 
Province to the soil of that Province, or the laborers of a collection of 
Provinces, such as our Indian Empire consists of, to the soil of the 
same, seems to me, but a lower degree of the barbarous system which 
attaches a serf to the lord on whose soil he was born, or imposes special 
restrictions on the movements of free coloured native subjects." Warning 
that "The prosperity or existence of whole Colonies, and the liberty 
of tens of millions of British subjects, are not light matters," Grant 
concluded that "If the recommendation· of the [majority] Report is 
adopted, we have opinions before us that Mauritius must be ruined; 
and it is unquestionable that the mass of our Indian fellow subjects are 
no longer free men as before.,,34 He proposed that the emigration be 
allowed, but under government supervision to minimize the risks of 
fraud, deception and kidnapping that he admitted had marred the migra­
tion under investigation (1834-1838). Elaborating on Grant's analytical 
framework, subsequent investigators, supporters and some historians 
have argued that Indian indentured emigrants had made the rational 
choice to take advantage of their imperial subject-hood and that, minor 
and removable obstacles aside, had been able to maximize opportunities 
to an extent that in India, paralysed by tyrannies of caste and tradition, 
would have been impossible. 35 
Represented both as victims and as rational, indeed wily, maximizers 
of opportunity throughout the history of indentured emigration, Indian 
indentured emigrants probably included fair shares of both. Complicating 
the picture is evidence that awareness of conditions in overseas colonies 
grew, not only because recruitment appears to have been concentrated 
in certain areas, but also because migrants were returning to India, 
either to settle or to visit - and sometimes to act as recruiters them­
selves. 36 Recent research indicates that multiple trips between India and 
the Caribbean by people who had made the initial voyage under inden­
tures were not uncommon. In 1851, the first year Indians were eligible 
for repatriation, twelve of those who took the opportunity to return to 
India came back to British Guiana within the year. Based primarily in 
Bailey (eds), Engendering History: Caribbean Women in Historical Perspective (New York, 

1995), pp. 20-47. 

34 Bengal Government, "Coolie Export Committee", in James P. Grant, Minute Dissenting 

from Majority Report. 

3S J. Geoghegan, Note on Emigration from India (Calcutta, 1873); D.W.D. Comins, Note 

on Emigration from the East Indies to Trinidad (Calcutta, 1893); UK (He) 1910, XXVII, 

1, pp. 17, 58-59; Emmer, "Great Escape". 

36 Marina Carter, Servants, Sirdars and Settlers: Indians in Mauritius, 1834-1874 (Delhi, 

1995). 

I n d i a n  M i g r a t i o n  t o  t h e  B r i t i s h  C a r i b b e a n  
1 2 5  
c o l o n i a l  i m m i g r a t i o n  a n d  I n d i a n  E m i g r a t i o n  D e p a r t m e n t  a n n u a l  r e p o r t s  
a n d  o t h e r  d o c u m e n t s ,  K . O .  L a u r e n c e ' s  r e s e a r c h  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  b e t w e e n  
1 8 7 5  a n d  1 8 9 4 ,  3 , 4 7 9  I n d i a n s  r e - m i g r a t e d  t o  B r i t i s h  G u i a n a ,  w i t h  a n o t h e r  
2 , 3 4 7  m i g r a t i n g  t h e r e  a f t e r  h a v i n g  s e r v e d  o u t  i n d e n t u r e s  i n  a n o t h e r  
c o l o n y .  O v e r  t h e  s a m e  p e r i o d ,  8 6 6  I n d i a n s  r e - m i g r a t e d  t o  T r i n i d a d ,  w i t h  
a n o t h e r  1 , 7 5 3  m i g r a t i n g  t h e r e  a f t e r  h a v i n g  s e r v e d  i n  a n o t h e r  c o l o n y .  I n  
1 8 9 3 ,  3 0 6  I n d i a n s  r e t u r n e d  u n d e r  i n d e n t u r e s  t o  B r i t i s h  G u i a n a ,  a l o n g  
w i t h  2 5 3  w h o  h a d  b e e n  i n d e n t u r e d  i n  o t h e r  c o l o n i e s .
3
?  C o n d i t i o n s  i n  
I n d i a ,  s p e c i f i c a l l y  i n  t h e  a r e a s  o f  p r i m a r y  r e c r u i t i n g  f o r  B r i t i s h  G u i a n a  
a n d  T r i n i d a d ,  w e r e  n o t  u n c h a n g i n g  o r  u n c h a n g e d  b y  t h i s  m i g r a t i o n .  
I n  1 8 8 3  G e o r g e  A .  G r i e r s o n  w a s  a s s i g n e d  t o  i n s p e c t  a n d  r e p o r t  o n  
t h e  c o n d i t i o n  o f  r e c r u i t m e n t  d e p o t s  t h r o u g h o u t  B e n g a l  P r e s i d e n c y .  H i s  
r e p o r t  a n d  d i a r y  s u g g e s t  t h a t  r e t u r n e d  m i g r a n t s  w e r e  c o m m o n  i n  s o m e  
d i s t r i c t s  f r o m  w h i c h  o t h e r s  w e r e  r e c r u i t e d .  I n  S h a h a b a d ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  
i n  w h i c h  d i s t r i c t  a  r e l a t i v e l y  h i g h  p r o p o r t i o n  o f  r e c r u i t s  w e r e  r e g i s t e r e d  
( a n d  o n e  o f  t h e  f e w  d i s t r i c t s  i n  w h i c h  t h e  b u l k  o f  t h o s e  r e g i s t e r e d  a l s o  
r e s i d e d ) ,  G r i e r s o n  c l a i m e d  t h a t  t h e r e  h a d  b e e n  " a  h e a l t h y  i n f l o w  o f  
r e t u r n e d  e m i g r a n t s ,  w h i c h  h a s  m a d e  e m i g r a t i o n  s o  p o p u l a r  a s  i t  i s " .  3 8  
H e  f e l t  t h a t  r e t u r n e d  e m i g r a n t s  c o u l d  m a k e  a d m i r a b l e  r e c r u i t e r s ,  i f  t h e y  
h a d  b e e n  s u c c e s s f u l  i n  t h e  c o l o n i e s ,  a n d  p u z z l e d  o v e r  c o l o n i a l  e m p l o y e r s '  
f a i l u r e  t o  c a p i t a l i z e  o n  t h i s  r e s o u r c e ,  s o  e f f e c t i v e l y  e x p l o i t e d  b y  A s s a m  
t e a  e s t a t e s .
3 9  
H e  d i d ,  h o w e v e r ,  e n c o u n t e r  o n e  r e c r u i t e r  w h o  h a d  b e e n  
i n  a n  i m p o r t i n g  c o l o n y ,  a l t h o u g h  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  a s  a n  i n d e n t u r e d  m i g r a n t  
h i m s e l f .  G h u r a  K h a n ,  w h o  r a n  a  s u b - d e p o t  n e a r  B a k s a r ,  h a d  b e e n  b o r n  
i n  B r i t i s h  G u i a n a ,  a n d  r e t u r n e d  t o  I n d i a  w i t h  h i s  m o t h e r  i n  1 8 5 8  t o  l i v e  
w i t h  h i s  u n c l e ,  a f t e r  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  d e a t h .  H e  r e - e m i g r a t e d  t o  t h e  c o l o n y  
w i t h  s e v e n  o t h e r  f a m i l y  m e m b e r s  i n  1 8 6 1 .  O n  h i s  m o t h e r ' s  d e a t h  i n  
1 8 7 2 ,  h e  r e t u r n e d  t o  I n d i a ,  a n d  h a d  b e e n  a b o u t  t o  r e - e m i g r a t e  a g a i n  
w h e n  t h e  a g e n t  f o r  B r i t i s h  G u i a n a  p e r s u a d e d  h i m  t o  s t a y  o n  a s  a  
r e c r u i t e r .  
I n  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  h i s  i n s p e c t i o n  t o u r ,  G r i e r s o n  m e t  a  n u m b e r  o f  r e t u r n e d  
e m i g r a n t s ,  a n d  r e c o r d e d  w h a t  h e  r e m e m b e r e d  o f  h i s  c o n v e r s a t i o n s  w i t h  
t h e m  i n  h i s  d i a r y .  F o r  t h e  m o s t  p a r t ,  t h o s e  h e  m e t  a n d  r e p o r t e d  o n  
( t h e y  h a d  g o n e  t o  M a u r i t i u s ,  J a m a i c a  o r  B r i t i s h  G u i a n a )  h a d  m a n a g e d  
t o  s a v e  m o n e y  o v e r s e a s .  S o m e  h a d  c o r r e s p o n d e d  w i t h  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  a n d  
s e n t  r e m i t t a n c e s  h o m e ,  a n d  t h e s e  h a d  a l l  b e e n  r e c e i v e d .  I n d e e d ,  h e  
w r o t e ,  " I n  e v e r y  v i l l a g e  t o  w h i c h  I  w e n t ,  t h r e e  o r  f o u r  l e t t e r s ,  w h i c h  
w e r e  s h o w n  t o  m e ,  h a d  b e e n  r e c e i v e d ,  d u r i n g  t h e  p a s t  y e a r  o r  t w o ,  
f r o m  o n e  c o l o n y  o r  a n o t h e r .  T o  a l l  t h e s e ,  I  w a s  t o l d ,  a n s w e r s  h a d  b e e n  
d e s p a t c h e d . " 4 O  G r i e r s o n  a d d e d  t h a t  e n s u r i n g  r e a d y  m e a n s  o f  c o m m u n i c a ­
3 7  L a u r e n c e ,  A  Q u e s t i o n  o f  L a b o u r ,  p p .  1 2 7 - 1 2 8 .  

3 8  G e o r g e  A .  G r i e r s o n ,  R e p o r t  o n  C o l o n i a l  E m i g r a t i o n  f r o m  t h e  B e n g a l  P r e s i d e n c y  

( C a l c u t t a ,  1 8 8 3 )  [ h e r e a f t e r  C o l o n i a l  E m i g r a t i o n ] ,  p .  4 2 .  

3 9  G r i e r s o n ,  C o l o n i a l  E m i g r a t i o n ,  p p .  4 2 ,  3 4 ;  C a r t e r ,  S e r v a n t s ,  S i r d a r s  a n d  S e t t l e r s .  

4 0  G r i e r s o n ,  C o l o n i a l  E m i g r a t i o n ,  D i a r y ,  8  J a n u a r y  1 8 5 8 .  
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tion between emigrants and those they left behind would facilitiate 
recruitment and improve the standing of indentured emigration in dis­
tricts where, unlike Shahabad, it was not already good . 
Some of the returned emigrants Grierson met had spent all their 
money, and were re-indenturing. Others, like Gobardhan Pathak, 
Nankhu, Tulsi Bhagat, Sukhiya and Ghura Khan had invested it in land 
or shops on their return, and in "getting back into caste", to which end 
they had apparently spent between Rs. 100 and . Rs. 300. Thanks to 
such cases, Grierson concluded, in districts like Shahabad and Patna, 
with regard to colonial emigration, the main facts are clearly and universally 
understood; namely, that a coolie goes out for five years; that if he stays for 
ten he gets a free passage home; that he is well treated, his caste respected, 
and comes home rich. The climate of the colonies is delightful, work plentiful 
and highly paid; and that stories, circulated some years ago, about mimiai ka 
tel (the oil extracted from a coolie's head by hanging him upside down), are 
all lies. When people are asked how they know all this, the reply always is that 
so-and-so went off to the Colonies so many years ago, came back, abused 
Hindustan and praised the colony and went out agaiiI, this time with his wife 
and children.4' 
Grierson reported that "In Shahabad, where emigration is popular, the 
recruiters have little trouble. Twelve-sixteenths of the recruits search for 
tbe recruiters, and voluntarily emigrate. I have known instances of men 
coming forty miles to look for a sub-depot." However, he continued, 
"In other districts it is just the reverse. There, there are few returned 
emigrants, and little is known about the colonies", and recruiters had 
to beware of zamindars, anxious not to lose their people, as well as a 
hostile constabulary.42 While Grierson may not have heard, or chose 
not to record, unfavourable accounts of indentured emigration from 
returned emigrants or from emigrants' relatives, such information was 
probably circulating in districts like Shahabad and Patna, along with the 
rest, and had an equally immeasurable impact on recruitment and 
migrants' adjustment to life as plantation labourers overseas. 
Laurence's research and Grierson's notes suggest that by the 1880s, 
repeat migrants were likely to number among those sent out on each 
ship leaving Calcutta for the British Caribbean colonies. A Colonial 
Office publication of the same period suggests what this meant to some 
contemporaries. In 1889 I.M. Laing, a veteran surgeon-superintendent 
aboard ships transporting Indian indentured migrants to the British 
Caribbean, wrote for the edification of unseasoned colleagues a hand­
book on maintaining discipline and health aboard ships transporting 
indentured emigrants from India. Wben problems arose, as they inevit­
ably would, he advised, "look out for some return coolie as the instigator. 
4' Grierson, Colonial Emigration, p. 18. 
'2 Ibid., p. 15. 
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T h e y  w i l l  o f t e n  g i v e  t h e m s e l v e s  a i r s  a m o n g  t h e  o t h e r  c o o l i e s ,  w h o  w i l l  
n a t u r a l l y  b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e y  k n o w  a l l  a b o u t  i t  f r o m  h a v i n g  b e e n  o n  
p r e v i o u s  v o y a g e s ,  a n d  t h e y  a r e  g e n e r a l l y  t o o  k n o w i n g  o r  t o o  g r e a t  
c o w a r d s  t o  c o m p l a i n  t h e m s e l v e s ,  b u t  p u t  s o m e  o t h e r  c o o l i e  u p  t o  d o i n g  
s o . "  H e  c o n t i n u e d :  
S o m e t i m e s  B r a h m i n s  a n d  o t h e r  h i g h  c a s t e  H i n d o o s  w i l l  c o m e  u p  a n d  s a y  t h a t  
t h e y  c a n n o t  e a t  f o o d  p r e p a r e d  i n  t h e  g a l l e y ,  a n d  t h i s ,  a l t h o u g h  t h e y  h a v e  b e e n  
t o l d  b e f o r e  e m b a r k i n g  t h a t  t h e i r  f o o d  w o u l d  b e  t h u s  p r e p a r e d .  O f t e n  t h i s  m a n ' s  
p r e j u d i c e  ( h i s  c a s t e  h a s  b e e n  b r o k e n  b y  t h e  m e r e  f a c t  o f  h i s  h a v i n g  l i v e d  i n  
t h e  d e p o t  e v e n  u p  c o u n t r y )  c a n  b e  s a t i s f i e d  b y  p u t t i n g  h i m  i n t o  t h e  g a l l e y  a s  a  
b a n d h a r r i e ,  i f  t h e  c o m p l a i n t  h a s  n o t  b e e n  m a d e  f o r  t h a t  p u r p o s e  a n d  t h e r e  i s  a  
v a c a n c y .  
H e  a d d e d ,  i n  a  f o o t n o t e :  " N . B . :  T h e r e  a r e  a  g o o d  m a n y  p s e u d o ­
b r a h m a n s  a b o u t .  " 4 3  
L i k e  s u r g e o n - s u p e r i n t e n d e n t  L a i n g ,  e m p l o y e r s  i n  t h e  c o l o n i e s  w e r e  
n o t  a l w a y s  p l e a s e d  a b o u t  r e - i n d e n t u r i n g  i m m i g r a n t s  f r o m  I n d i a .
4 4  
D u r i n g  
t h e  m i d - 1 8 8 0 s ,  s u g a r  p r i c e s  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  w o r l d  f e l l  a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  s u g a r  
f r o m  b o u n t y - f e d  E u r o p e a n  s u g a r  b e e t  p r o d u c t i o n ,  a n d  m a r k e t  w a g e s  i n  
T r i n i d a d  a n d  B r i t i s h  G u i a n a  d r o p p e d  b y  a s  m u c h  a s  a  t h i r d ,  t o  b e l o w  t h e  
m i n i m u m  s t i p u l a t e d  f o r  i n d e n t u r e d  l a b o u r e r s .  S o m e  e s t a t e s  e m p l o y i n g  
i n d e n t u r e d  l a b o u r  t r i e d ,  i l l e g a l l y ,  t o  d e p r e s s  i n d e n t u r e d  w o r k e r s '  w a g e s ,  
o r  t o  i n c r e a s e  t h e  s i z e  o f  t h e  t a s k s  a s s i g n e d  t h e m ,  w h i c h  e f f e c t e d  t h e  
s a m e  e n d s .  I n d e n t u r e d  w o r k e r s  w h o  r e f u s e d  o r  f a i l e d  t o  m e e t  t h e  n e w  
c o n d i t i o n s  i m p o s e d  o n  t h e m  w e r e  b r o u g h t  i n  l a r g e  n u m b e r s  b e f o r e  t h e  
c o u r t s  f o r  p u n i s h m e n t :  f i n e s  o r  i m p r i s o n m e n t .  I n  t h e  1 8 8 0 s  p l a n t e r s '  
c o m p l a i n t s  a g a i n s t  i n d e n t u r e d  w o r k e r s  f o r  s u c h  t r a n s g r e s s i o n s  e s c a l a t e d ,  
s o m e  e m p l o y e r s  a t t r i b u t i n g  t h e  u n r e s t  t o  r e - i n d e n t u r e d  v e t e r a n s  a m o n g  
t h e  i n d e n t u r e d  l a b o u r e r s .  4 5  
E m p l o y e r s  i n  t h e  B r i t i s h  C a r i b b e a n  s h a r e d  L a i n g ' s  s u s p i c i o n s  n o t  o n l y  
o f  r e - i n d e n t u r e d  r e t u r n e d  i m m i g r a n t s ,  b u t  a l s o  o f  h i g h - c a s t e ,  s p e c i f i c a l l y  
B r a h m i n ,  i m m i g r a n t s .  I n  1 8 8 9  t h e  G o v e r n m e n t  S e c r e t a r y  f o r  B r i t i s h  
G u i a n a  c o m p l a i n e d  t o  t h e  C a l c u t t a  a g e n t ,  R o b e r t  M i t c h e l l ,  t h a t :  
t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  o f  p r i e s t s ,  h i g h  c a s t e s ,  .  c o o l i e s ,  m e m b e r s  o f  t h e  l e a r n e d  p r o f e s ­
s i o n s ,  d e c a y e d  g e n t r y ,  b e g g a r s ,  d a n c e r s ,  a c r o b a t s ,  v a g r a n t  m u S i c i a n s ,  m e n  o f  
i n f e r i o r  p h y s i q u e  o r  h e a l t h ,  p e r s o n s  n o t  p r e v i o u s l y  a c c u s t o m e d  t o  o u t d o o r  
4 3  J a m e s  M .  L a i n g ,  H a n d b o o k  f o r  S u r g e o n s  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t s  o f  t h e  C o o l i e  E m i g r a t i o n  
S e r v i c e ,  C O I P R O  8 8 5 / 9  M i s c e l l a n e o u s ,  n o .  7 5  ( C o l o n i a l  O f f i c e ,  1 8 8 9 ) ,  p p .  41~2. 
4 4  U K  ( H C )  1 9 1 0 ,  X X V I I ,  n o .  2 ,  " E m i g r a t i o n  f r o m  I n d i a  t o  t h e  C r o w n  C o l o n i e s  a n d  
P r o t e c t o r a t e s " ,  M i n u t e s  o f  E v i d e n c e ,  W a r n e r ,  p p .  2 9 - 3 0 ;  T y r a n  R a m n a r i n e ,  " O v e r  a  
H u n d r e d  Y e a r s  o f  E a s t  I n d i a n  D i s t u r b a n c e s  o n  t h e  S u g a r  E s t a t e s  o f  G u y a n a ,  1 8 6 9 ­
1 9 7 8 :  A n  H i s t o r i c a l  O v e r v i e w "  [ h e r e a f t e r  " E a s t  I n d i a n  D i s t u r b a n c e s " ] ,  i n  D a b y d e e n  a n d  
S a m a r o o ,  I n d i a  i n  t h e  C a r i b b e a n ,  p .  2 5 ;  L a u r e n c e ,  A  Q u e s t i o n  o f  L a b o u r ,  p .  1 2 8 .  
4 5  R a m n a r i n e ,  " E a s t  I n d i a n  D i s t u r b a n c e s " ,  p p .  1 2 2 ,  1 2 5 ;  L a u r e n c e ,  A  Q u e s t i o n  o f  L a b o u r ,  
p p .  1 1 6 ,  1 3 2 ,  1 4 9 .  
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manual, much less field labour, has been more numerous during the past five 
years or so. 
In 1890 the Planters' Association of British Guiana passed a resolution 
instructing their Emigration Agent in Calcutta to prevent such recruits 
from indenturing themselves for terms in their colony. Mitchell, for his 
part, tried to persuade his employers that caste was not a very good 
indicator of migrants' ability or willingness to perform the kind of labour 
they required, and in 1896 the Colonial Office rejected British Caribbean 
employers' attempts to attribute the low wages actually earned by Indian 
indentured workers on their plantations to the workers' unsuitability and 
poor selection by agents in Calcutta.46 Nevertheless, managers in the 
British Caribbean continued to suspect that pre-migration associations 
and hierarchical values shared by all migrants from India could under­
mine their own authority as employers or supervisors on the plantations. 
There is evidence that they tried either to break these "traditional" ties 
of deference and loyalty, or turn them to their own advantage. 47 
Implicit in all of this is an essentialist assumption about the culture 
and societies that migrants (whether enslaved, indentured or "free") left 
behind, and a static conception of culture .48 One indication that the 
communities from which indentured emigrants were recruited were not 
unchanging or unchanged by decades of recruitment for indentured 
emigration is the emergence of emigration-specific cultural strategies, 
such as that described by Grierson in 1883. He noted that, "About 
caste, the people have invented a curious theory regarding ship-board 
life, which shows the adaptability of native customs." Asked how people 
from castes (Sonars, for example) whose members would not eat food 
cooked by Brahmins managed on board ships where most of the cooking 
was done by Brahmins, Grierson was told that "a man can eat anything 
on board-ship. A ship is like the temple of Jagannath, where there are 
not caste restrictions". He added: 
I admit that this rather staggered me, but I have since enquired from respectable 
men, and without doubt this belief is spreading. It is said to have originated 
with the steamer journey from Calcutta to Orissa, which is one of the incidents 
of a pilgrimage to Jagannath. On board these ships the theory was first intro­
duced, as one of the incidents of the pilgrimage, and is now being extended to 
emigrant ships, to the great benefit of the Colonies.49 
Together with the rest of Grierson's report, this story suggests a number 
of things. One: that contemporary and scholarly assessments notwith­
46 Ibid., pp. 115-118. 

47 Ramnarine, "East Indian Disturbances", p. 125; Haraksingh, "Control and Resistance", 

p.67. 

48 Peter van der Veer, "The Idea of Diaspora: South Asians Overseas", in Peter van der 

Veer (ed.), Nation and Migration: The Politics of Space in the South Asian Diaspora 

(Philadelphia, 1995), p. 4. 

49 Grierson, Colonial Emigration, Diary, 8 January 1883. 
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s t a n d i n g ,  c a s t e  w a s  n o t  a  g o o d  p r e d i c t o r  o f  p e o p l e ' s  w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  
e m i g r a t e  u n d e r  i n d e n t u r e .  T w o :  t h a t  a t  l e a s t  i n  t h e  B h o j p u r i - s p e a k i n g  
r e g i o n  o f  I n d i a ,  r u r a l  p o p u l a t i o n s  w e r e  b y  n o  m e a n s  s t a t i o n a r y ,  a n d  
c u l t u r a l  f o r m s  a n d  p r a c t i c e s  b y  n o  m e a n s  u n c h a n g i n g .  P e o p l e  w e r e  o n  
t h e  m o v e ,  p e r f o r m i n g  p i l g r i m a g e s ,  l o o k i n g  f o r  e m p l o y m e n t  o n  b o t h  
s e a s o n a l  a n d  l o n g e r  t e r m s ,  m i g r a t i n g  t o  a n d  f r o m  a g r i c u l t u r a l  r e g i o n s ,  
t o w n s  a n d  c i t i e s .  T h r e e :  t h a t  f a m i l i a r i t y  w i t h  c o n d i t i o n s  i n  o v e r s e a s  
c o l o n i e s  w a s  i n c r e a s i n g  i n  s o m e  r e c r u i t m e n t  a r e a s .  H o w e v e r ,  t h e  a r e a s  
i n  w h i c h  c o n c e n t r a t e d  r e c r u i t m e n t  f o r  i n d e n t u r e d  m i g r a t i o n  t o o k  p l a c e  
c h a n g e d  o v e r  t i m e ,  a l o n g  w i t h  l o c a l  f a c t o r s  r a n g i n g  f r o m  c o m p e t i t i o n  
o v e r  l a b o u r  w i t h  r e c r u i t e r s  f o r  t e a  e s t a t e s  i n  A s s a m  a n d  c o a l  m i n e s  i n  
C h o t a  N a g p u r  a n d  e l s e w h e r e ,  a s  w e l l  a s  r a i l w a y  c o n s t r u c t i o n  f u r t h e r  
a f i e l d . 5 0  B y  t h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y ,  r e c r u i t e r s  w e r e  g o i n g  a s  f a r  a f i e l d  a s  
D e l h i  t o  f i l l  c o l o n i a l  d e m a n d  f o r  i n d e n t u r e d  l a b o u r ,  a n d  m e e t i n g  w i t h  
t h e  k i n d s  o f  h o s t i l i t y  G r i e r s o n  o b s e r v e d  i n  p a r t s  o f  B e n g a l  P r e s i d e n c y  
i n  1 8 8 3 .
5 1  
E v e n  i f  p e o p l e  i n  s o m e  r e g i o n s  w e r e  i n c r e a s i n g l y  a w a r e  o f  
w h a t  i n d e n t u r i n g  i n v o l v e d ,  t h o s e  i n  o r  f r o m  o t h e r  r e g i o n s  w e r e  n o t  
n e c e s s a r i l y  s o  s i t u a t e d .  I n  o t h e r  w o r d s ,  t h e r e  w a s  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  a  
s t e a d y  i m p r o v e m e n t  o v e r  t i m e  i n  m i g r a n t s '  p r e p a r e d n e s s  f o r  i n d e n t u r e d  
m i g r a t i o n .  H o w e v e r  g l o r i f i e d  G r i e r s o n ' s  i m a g e  o f  t h e  c o l o n i e s  a n d  p l a n t a ­
t i o n  l a b o u r ,  h i s  r e p o r t  a n d  d i a r y  s u g g e s t  t h a t  b y  1 8 8 3  c o n d i t i o n s  o f  
i n d e n t u r e d  e m i g r a t o n  w e r e  n o t  e n t i r e l y  u n k n o w n  i n  t h e  d i s t r i c t s  f r o m  
w h i c h  m o s t  e m i g r a n t s  w e r e  r e c r u i t e d .  A l l  t h e s e  m y r i a d  f a c t o r s  h a d  
i m p l i c a t i o n s  f o r  t h e  w a y s  e m p l o y e r s  o f  I n d i a n  i n d e n t u r e d  m i g r a n t s  
t r e a t e d  t h e m ,  a n d  f o r  t h e i r  a f f i l i a t i o n s  a n d  i n s t i t u t i o n - b u i l d i n g  b o t h  o n  
a n d  o f f  t h e  p l a n t a t i o n s .  
H i s t o r i a n s  h a v e  s o u g h t  t o  d e c o d e  d a t a  o n  c a s t e  a n d  r e g i o n a l  o r i g i n s  
a s  i f  t h e y  w i l l  e x p l a i n  p r e s e n t - d a y  C a r i b b e a n - I n d i a n  c o m m u n i t i e s  a n d  
c u l t u r e s .  R e g a r d i n g  I n d i a n  w o m e n ,  m i g r a n t s  a n d  s e t t l e r s  a l i k e ,  t h e  t e n d ­
e n c y  i s  e s p e c i a l l y  p r o n o u n c e d ,  a n d  c a s t s  i n t o  s t a r k  r e l i e f  t h e  p r o b l e m s  
w i t h  t h e  e n t i r e  e n t e r p r i s e .  S t a t i s t i c a l  d a t a  c o m p i l e d  f r o m  e m i g r a t i o n  a n d  
i m m i g r a t i o n  r e c o r d s  s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e  m a j o r i t y  o f  m i g r a t i n g  w o m e n  w e r e  
n o t  a c c o m p a n y i n g  m a l e  r e l a t i v e s .  O t h e r  d o c u m e n t a r y  e v i d e n c e  s u g g e s t s  
t h a t  c o l o n i a l  o f f i c i a l s ,  p l a n t a t i o n  p e r s o n n e l  a n d  o t h e r  o b s e r v e r s  i n  I n d i a ,  
o n  t h e  m i g r a t i o n  s h i p s  a n d  i n  t h e  i m p o r t i n g  c o l o n i e s  v i e w e d  a l l i a n c e s  
b e t w e e n  i n d e n t u r e d  m e n  a n d  w o m e n  w i t h  c o n s i d e r a b l e  s c e p t i c i s m ,  c h a r ­
a c t e r i z i n g  t h e m  a s  i l l e g i t i m a t e  u n i o n s  s p r i n g i n g  f r o m  d e p o t  a n d  s h i p  
c o n d i t i o n s  a n d  I n d i a n s '  l u s t  a n d  i m m o r a l i t y ,  i n d i c a t i v e  o f  m i g r a n t s '  
s o  D i r k  K o l f f ,  " I n d i a n  E x p a n s i o n  a n d  I n d i a n  D i a s p o r a :  T h e  O r i g i n a l  C o n t e x t  o f  E m i g r a ­ 

t i o n " ,  u n p u b l i s h e d  p a p e r ,  I S E R - N C I C  C o n f e r e n c e  o n  C h a l l e n g e  a n d  C h a n g e :  T h e  I n d i a n  

D i a s p o r a  i n  i t s  H i s t o r i c a l  a n d  C o n t e m p o r a r y  C o n t e x t s ,  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  t h e  W e s t  I n d i e s ,  S t  

A u g u s t i n e ,  T r i n i d a d ,  1 3  A u g u s t  1 9 9 5 ;  I a n  J .  K e r r ,  B u i l d i n g  t h e  R a i l w a y s  o f  t h e  R a j  1 8 5 0 ­
1 9 0 0  ( D e l h i ,  1 9 9 5 ) .  

5 1  U K  ( H e )  1 9 1 0 ,  " E m i g r a t i o n  f r o m  I n d i a  t o  t h e  C r o w n  C o l o n i e s  a n d  P r o t e c t o r a t e s " ,  

R e p o r t ,  p p .  1 7 - 1 8 .  

130 Madhavi Kale 
degraded condition and corrupting influence.52 Some recruiting agents 
in India complained bitterly that Indian magistrates interfered with the 
registration of women and the embarkation of emigrant ships because 
they were convinced that the women were either being coerced into 
indentured emigration, or fleeing the authority of fathers or husbands. 
Opponents of indentured emigration charged that recruits were being 
"scripted", told by "up-country" recruiters how to respond not only to 
magistrates', doctors', and Protectors' questions, but also to those that 
colonial emigration agents might ask. Grierson's field notes suggest that 
records on recruits were poorly maintained, sometimes clearly fraudulent 
and intended to meet requirements rather than to record recruits' vital 
statistiCs.53 None the less, many historians, like most contemporary obser­
vers, have concluded that migrating women were either hapless victims­
kidnapped, seduced, or possibly widows escaping unbearable conditions 
at home - or (already) prostitutes, fallen women, the "sweepings of the 
bazaars". and lock hospitals. 
Others have evaded such characterization, instead focusing on explor­
ing some of the implications of the unequal sex ratio that, for the 
duration of indentured periods, characterized this migration predicated 
on the assumption that men made better plantation labourers than 
women. Rhoda Reddock and Patricia Mohammed have suggested that 
under these conditions Indian women were vulnerable to exploitation 
by sex-starved men (Indian, white, or Afro-Caribbean) on colonial 
plantations, and to patriarchally-minded Indian men in Indian villages 
off them. They also suggest that in the context of Indians' isolation on 
and near plantations where they came to represent an increasingly large 
proportion of the labour force, Indian women's scarcity could give them 
more control over their own labour and sexuality than they could hope 
to have in less anomalous circumstances. They argue that in colonial 
Trinidad, Indian labour and culture appeared devalued and emasculated 
by indenturing and isolation on plantations, juridical marginalization and 
colonial policy. For example, like many contemporaries, they point out 
that colonial law recognized only those marriages between Indians that 
were performed by a Christian clergyman or registered by an authorized 
civil servant such as the Protector of Immigrants. According to Reddock, 
no marriages were registered until 1887, and even after that few unions 
between Indian men and women conformed to these legal standards, 
thus contributing to the perception that Indian immigrants were amoral 
and promiscuous. Marriages performed by Muslim and Hindu clergy 
were not recognized by law until 1936 and 1945 respectively, but Indians 
52 Swinton and Swinton, Journal of a Voyage; Comins, Note on Emigration; "Emigration 

from India · to the Crown Colonies and Protectorates", Report, Minutes of Evidence, 

Appendices. . • 

53 Grierson, Colonial Emigration, p. 69; UK (He) 1910,2, "Emigration from India, etc.", 

Minutes of Evidence, Bolton, p. 191. 
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c a m p a i g n e d  f o r  r e c o g O l t l O n  f r o m  t h e  l a s t  q u a r t e r  o f  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  
c e n t u r y .  R e d d o c k  a n d  M o h a m m e d  a r g u e  t h a t  i n  c a m p a i g n i n g  t o  g e t  
t h o s e  m a r r i a g e s  p e r f o r m e d  a c c o r d i n g  t o  M u s l i m  a n d  H i n d u  c u s t o m  a n d  
l a w s  r e c o g n i z e d  b y  t h e  c o l o n i a l  s t a t e ,  I n d i a n  m e n  w e r e  r e c l a i m i n g  t h e  
p a t r i a r c h a l  a u t h o r i t y  t h e y  h a d  l o s t  i n  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  e m i g r a t i o n  a n d  
i n d e n t u r e d  l a b o u r  o n  s u g a r  p l a n t a t i o n s .  5 4  
R e d d o c k  a r g u e s  p e r s u a s i v e l y  t h a t  c u l t u r e  a n d  c o m m u n i t y  f o r m a t i o n  
m u s t  b e  s e e n  a s  d i s c u r s i v e l y  c o n s t i t u t e d  b y  s t r u g g l e s  a m o n g  n o t  o n l y  
i m m i g r a n t  a n d  c r e o l e - I n d i a n  m e n  a n d  w o m e n ,  b u t  a l s o  b e t w e e n  t h e m  
a n d  o t h e r  s e g m e n t s  o f  T r i n i d a d ' s  p o p u l a t i o n .  H o w e v e r ,  i n  s o  f a r  a s  t h e s e  
s t u d i e s  a s s u m e  f o r  I n d i a n  w o m e n  i n d e n t u r e d  m i g r a n t s  t h e  p r e - m i g r a t i o n  
c o n d i t i o n  o f  d o m e s t i c - p a t r i a r c h a l  a n d  r u r a l - a g r a r i a n  b o n d a g e ,  t h e y  r e p r o - .  
d u c e  a n d  r e i n f o r c e  a s s u m p t i o n s  a b o u t  t h e  s t a t i c  q u a l i t y  o f  I n d i a n  c u l t u r e  
a n d  I n d i a n  p e o p l e  i n t r o d u c e d  a n d  e l a b o r a t e d  s i n c e  t h e  m i d - n i n e t e e n t h  
c e n t u r y .  B y  e x t e n s i o n ,  t h e y  t h e n  a l s o  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  m a k i n g  I n d i a n  i n d e n ­
t u r e d  m i g r a t i o n  o v e r s e a s  s e e m  a n o m a l o u s  i n ,  s e p a r a t e  f r o m ,  a n d  o n l y  
m a r g i n a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  t o  I n d i a n  l a b o u r  h i s t o r y  s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  a n d  t o  t h e  
c o n t o u r s  o f  I n d i a n  c o l o n i a l  h i s t o r y  m o r e  g e n e r a l l y .  
I m p l i c i t  i n  t h e  " n e w  s y s t e m  o f  s l a v e r y "  n a r r a t i v e s  i s  t h e  a s s u m p t i o n  
t h a t  t r a d i t i o n a l l y ,  i n  o t h e r  w o r d s  b e f o r e  B r i t i s h  i n t e r v e n t i o n ,  p e o p l e  i n  
t h e  r e c r u i t i n g  r e g i o n s  w e r e  l a r g e l y  s t a t i o n a r y ,  a n d  t h a t  i n d e n t u r e d  e m i ­
g r a t i o n  w a s  j u s t  a n o t h e r  f a c e t  o f  t h e  o n g o i n g  d i s p l a c e m e n t  a n d  
i m m i s e r a t i o n  p r e c i p i t a t e d  b y  c o l o n i a l i s m .  U p r o o t e d ,  t h e s e  m i g r a n t s  t o  
o v e r s e a s  c o l o n i e s  l i k e  T r i n i d a d  a n d  B r i t i s h  G u i a n a  s t r u g g l e d  t o  r e p r o d u c e  
r e m e m b e r e d  v i l l a g e  c o m m u n i t i e s  t o  t h e  b e s t  o f  t h e i r  a b i l i t i e s ,  t h e  
u n p r o m i s i n g  g r o u n d  o f  l o c a l  p l a n t a t i o n  c o n d i t i o n s  p e r m i t t i n g .  5 5  I m p l i c i t  
i n  t h e  W h i g g i s h  " g r e a t  e s c a p e "  a c C o u n t  o f  e m i g r a n t s '  m o t i v a t i o n s  i s  t h e  
f u n c t i o n a l i s t  a n d  m o d e r n i z a t i o n  n o t i o n  t h a t ,  f r e e d  f r o m  t h e  h e a v y  h a n d  
o f  c u s t o m ,  t h e s e  I n d i a n  i n d e n t u r e d  m i g r a n t s  t r a n s p l a n t e d  i n  t h e i r  n e w  
w o r l d s  t h o s e  c u l t u r a l  f o r m s  a n d  f e a t u r e s  t h e y  v a l u e d ,  r e j e c t i n g  o p p r e s s i v e  
f e a t u r e s  o f  I n d i a n  s o c i e t y .  
N e i t h e r  a l t e r n a t i v e  s e e m s  s a t i s f a c t o r y  o n  i t s  o w n .  W h i l e  a  c o n t i n u o u s  
h i s t o r y  o f  m a s s i v e  d e c e p t i o n  s e e m s  i m p l a u s i b l e ,  t h e r e  i s _ a l s o  e v i d e n c e  
t h a t  c a s e s  o f  a b d u c t i o n  a n d  e n t r a p m e n t  c o n t i n u e d  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  s e v e n t y  
y e a r s .
5 6  
F u r t h e r ,  p e o p l e  i n  t h e  r e c r u i t i n g  d i s t r i c t s  w e r e  n o t  u n a f f e c t e d  b y  
l a n d  a n d  r e v e n u e  s e t t l e m e n t s ,  i n d u s t r i a l  a n d  a g r i c u l t u r a l  d e v e l o p m e n t s ,  
5 4  R e d d o c k ,  " F r e e d o m  D e n i e d " ;  M o h a m m e d ,  " W r i t i n g  G e n d e r  i n t o  H i s t o r y " .  

"  C h a n d r a  J a y a w a r d e n a ,  " I d e o l o g y  a n d  C o n f l i c t  i n  L o w e r  C l a s s  C o m m u n i t i e s " ,  C e m p a r a ­ 

t i v e  S t u d i e s  i n  S o c i e t y  a n d  H i s t o r y ,  1 0  ( J u l y  1 9 6 8 ) ,  p p .  4 1 2 - 4 4 6 ;  R a m n a r i n e ,  " E a s t  I n d i a n  

D i s t u r b a n c e s " ;  H a r a k s i n g h ,  " C o n t r o l  a n d  R e s i s t a n c e " ,  B r i n s l e y  S a m a r o o ,  " T h e  I n d i a n  

C o n n e c t i o n :  T h e  I n f l u e n c e  o f  I n d i a n  T h o u g h t  a n d  I d e a s  o n  E a s t  I n d i a n s  i n  t h e  C a r i b b e a n " ,  

i n  D a b y d e e n  a n d  S a m a r o o ,  I n d i a  i n  t h e  C a r i b b e a n ,  p p .  4 3 - 6 0 .  

5 6  H a r a k s i n g h ,  " C o n t r o l  a n d  R e s i s t a n c e " ,  a n d  " S t r u c t u r e ,  P r o c e s s  a n d  I n d i a n  C u l t u r e  i n  

T r i n i d a d " ,  i n  H o w a r d  J o h n s o n  ( e d . ) ,  A f t e r  t h e  C r o s s i n g :  I m m i g r a n t s  a n d  M i n o r i t i e s  i n  

C a r i b b e a n  C r e o l e  S o c i e t y  ( L o n d o n ,  1 9 8 8 ) ,  p p .  1 1 7 - 1 1 9 .  
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railway construction and other effects and technologies of colonial rule. 57 
All of this may have had implications for community-formation among 
Indian indentured migrants and their descendents in the British Carib­
bean and elsewhere, although those predicated on push and pull models 
of motivation for emigration are unsatisfying, in part because such 
causation models seem clumsy. It is problematical to trace present-day 
cultural values and practices of Indo-Caribbeans back to origins in 
pre-migration India when the migration took place over an extended 
period, and when the bulk of migrants ~ppear not to have travelled as 
families or village groups. More compelling is the suggestion that crucial 
institutional and political developments took place dialogically in the 
period between the 1880s and 1947. This period saw the founding of 
the Indian National Congress (1885) and related oppositional movements, 
and missionary activity by both Arya Samaj and Sanatan Dharm among 
overseas Indian communities. Indeed, the significance of communities 
of Indians overseas for the emergence of Indian nationalism and its 
strategies in the subcontinent, as well as the significance of these for 
crystallization of Indian identities in overseas British (and other 
European) colonies is relatively unexplored, although suggestive. 58 
Conclusion 
I alone am today alive. 

I remember logies, barrackrooms, ranges ; 

nigga-yards. My grandmother worked in the field. 

Honourable mention. 

Creole gang, child labour. 

Second prize. 

I recall Lallabhagie, Leonora's strong children, 

and Enmore, bitter, determined.59 

Mahadai Das, "They Came in Ships" 
51 Bernard S. Cohn, An Anthropologist arrwng the Historians and Other Essays (Delhi, 

1990); Gyan Prakash, "Writing Post-Orientalist Histories of the Third World: Perspectives 

from Indian Historiography", Comparative Studies in Society and History, 32 (ApriJ 1990), 

pp. 383-408; Nicholas B. Dirks, "Castes of Mind", Comparative Studies in Society and 

History, 37 (Winter 1992), pp. 56-78. 

S8 Prabhu Mohapatra, "Longing and Belonging: Dilemma of Return among Indian Immi­

grants in the West Indies 1880-1940", paper presented at the ISER-NCIC Conference on 

Challenge and Change: The Indian Diaspora in its Historical and Contemporary Contexts, 

University of the West Indies, St Augustine, Trinidad and Tobago, 14 August 1995; John 

D. Kelly, A Politics of Virtue: Hinduism, Sexuality, and Countercolonial Discourse in Fiji 
(Chicago, 1992); Samaroo, "The Indian Connection"; Peter van der Veer and Steven 
Vertovec, "Brahmanism Abroad: On Caribbean Hinduism as an Ethnic Religion", Ethnol­
ogy, 1 (1991), pp. 149-166; Steven Vertovec, Hindu Trinidad: Religion, Ethnicity and 
Socio-Economic Change (London, 1992). 
,. Leonora and Enmore were plantations in British Guiana that had employed large 
numbers of Indian workers, indentured and unindentured, and which were the sites of 
frequent, sometimes bloody "disturbances and strikes" between 1870 and 1905: Walter 
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P o p u l a r  a n d  s c h o l a r l y  c o n c e r n  w i t h  o n g m s  i m p l i c i t l y  d e n i e s  a g e n c y  t o  
m i g r a n t s  a n d  t h e i r  d e s c e n d a n t s  a n d ,  m o r e  g e n e r a l l y ,  t o  p e o p l e  i n  h i s t o r y .  
I t  o v e r s h a d o w s  t h e  p r o c e s s e s  a n d  s t r u g g l e s  w h e r e b y  p e o p l e  l i v i n g  i n  
T r i n i d a d  f r o m  1 8 4 5 - 1 9 1 7  c o n s t i t u t e d  t h e m s e l v e s  a t  v a r i o u s  t i m e s  a n d  i n  
v a r i o u s  p l a c e s  a l o n g  t h e  m u l t i p l e  a n d  s o m e t i m e s  o v e r l a p p i n g  a x e s  o f  
s e x ,  a g e ,  m a r i t a l  s t a t u s ,  " r a c e "  o r  e t h n i c i t y ,  c o n d i t i o n s  o f  m i g r a t i o n  a n d  
t i m e  o f  a r r i v a l ,  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  m e a n s  o f  p r o d u c t i o n ,  s e x u a l  o r i e n t a t i o n ,  
a n d  s o  o n .  T h i s  a r t i c l e  h a s  s u g g e s t e d  t h a t ,  w h i l e  t h e  d o c u m e n t a r y  
e v i d e n c e  o n  m i g r a n t s '  b a c k g r o u n d s  a n d  o r i g i n s  a r e  v o l u m i n o u s ,  t h e y  a r e  
a l s o  u n e v e n l y  r e l i a b l e ,  a n d  p r o b l e m a t i c a l l y  p r e s u m e  u n c h a n g i n g  m a t e r i a l  
a n d  d i s c u r s i v e  c o n d i t i o n s  i n  I n d i a n  r e c r u i t m e n t  z o n e s  o v e r  a  p e r i o d  o f  
m o r e  t h a n  s e v e n t y  y e a r s .  T h e  v e r y  p r o c e s s e s ,  o n g o i n g ,  o f  r e c f \ J i t m e n t  
a n d  i m m i g r a t i o n  c h a l l e n g e  n o t i o n s  o f  s t a s i s  i n  b o t h  s e n d i n g  a n d  r e c e i v i n g  
r e g i o n s '  e c o n o m i e s ,  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s  a n d  c u l t u r e s .  F u r t h e r ,  t h e s e  r e g i o n s  
w e r e  n o t  a u t o n o m o u s ,  b u t ,  r a t h e r ,  l i n k e d  w i t h  a n d  t h r o u g h  c o l o n i a l  a n d  
i m p e r i a l  a l l i a n c e s ,  r i v a l r i e s  a n d  d i s c o u r s e s  t h a t  w e r e  t h e m s e l v e s  f l u i d ,  
u n s t a b l e ,  e m e r g e n t .  
K n o w l e d g e ,  h o w e v e r  i m p e r f e c t ,  o f  c o n d i t i o n s  o n  t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  o f  t h e  
w o r l d  w a s  a c c u m u l a t e d  a n d  d i s s e m i n a t e d  n o t  o n l y  i n  t h e  m i g r a t i o n s  a n d  
m e m o r i e s  o f  r e p a t r i a t i n g  a n d  r e p e a t - e m i g r a n t s  f r o m  I n d i a  t o  t h e  B r i t i s h  
C a r i b b e a n  c o l o n i e s ,  b u t  a l s o  i n  t h e  f o r m  o f  d a t a  l i k e  G r i e r s o n ' s  r e p o r t  
a n d  o t h e r  w r i t i n g s :  s c h o l a r l y ,  p o p u l a r  a n d  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  r e p o r t s ,  c e n ­
s u s e s ,  s u r v e y s ,  m a p s  a n d  d i g e s t s  o f  a l l  o f  t h e s e ,  a s  w e l l  a s  i n  t h e  
c i r c u l a t i n g  p e r s o n n e l  o f  i m p e r i a l  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ,  f r o m  s o l d i e r s  t o  g o v ­
e r n o r s .  T h e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  a l l  t h i s  i n f o r m a t i o n  f o r  t h e  w a y s  I n d i a n s  
w e r e  l e g i s l a t e d  o n ,  a d m i n i s t e r e d ,  p u n i s h e d  a n d  r e w a r d e d  a n d ,  b y  e x t e n ­
s i o n ,  f o r  t h e  w a y s  i n  w h i c h  t h e y  r e s p o n d e d  t o  a n d  n e g o t i a t e d  t h e s e  
e f f o r t s  a r e  p r o v o c a t i v e ,  a l t h o u g h  a s  y e t  l i t t l e  e x p l o r e d .  I f  m i g r a n t s '  
c o m m u n i t i e s  a n d  c u l t u r e s  t o o k  o n  w h a t  a p p e a r  t o  b e  d i s t i n c t i v e l y  I n d i a n  
f o r m s ,  t h e  e x t e n t  t o  w h i c h  s u c h  f o r m s  w e r e  p r i v i l e g e d  b y  e m p l o y e r s  a n d  
b y  g o v e r n m e n t  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  - a s  w e l l  a s  b y  o t h e r  p e o p l e  a n d  i n t e r e s t s  ­
i n  b o t h  I n d i a  a n d  t h e  C a r i b b e a n  c o l o n i e s  n e e d s  t o  b e  c o n s i d e r e d .  A f t e r  
a l l ,  I n d i a n s '  p e r c e i v e d  d i f f e r e n c e  f r o m  A f r o - a n d  E u r o - C a r i b b e a n  p e o p l e  
w a s  o n e  o f  t h e  r e a s o n s  f o r  t h e i r  b e i n g  i n  t h e  C a r i b b e a n  i n  t h e  f i r s t  
p l a c e .  W h a t  t h i s  d i f f e r e n c e  m e a n t ,  a n d  t h e  w a y s  i t  w a s  s t a g e d  a n d  
p e r f o r m e d  i t s e l f  d i f f e r e d  a n d  c h a n g e d  a l o n g  w i t h  t h e  c i r c u m s t a n c e s ,  
r e s o u r c e s  a n d  a g e n d a s  o f  t h e  w o m e n  a n d  m e n  w h o  i n v o k e d  o r  r e j e c t e d  i t .  
R o d n e y ,  A  H i s t o r y  o f  t h e  G u y a n e s e  W o r k i n g  P e o p l e ,  1 8 8 1 - 1 9 0 5  ( B a l t i m o r e ,  1 9 8 1 ) ,  p p .  1 5 1 ­
1 7 3 .  
